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Chapter One 


Sheriff Cole Winters liked the early morning hours when 
the small town of Deerville, Kentucky was just waking up. It 
was hot for mid-May and his favorite trees had been 
blooming for about a week. Dogwoods and redbuds 
brightened the scenery. There were a few daffodils and 
hyacinths left, making the air that came through his open 
window smell like his grandmother’s garden. 


Thinking of her garden reminded him of the puppy he’d 
left whining at the door. Festus was a delight and he 
couldn’t believe he’d waited so long to get the little demon. 
Cole had always wanted a dog, but never thought seriously 
about getting one until he’d been called about someone 
dumping a litter off by the road. He smiled, thinking about 
the little girl who’d called and demanded he come out and 
help them puppies. 

He drove through the streets, not worried too much 
about crime. Usually, at this hour, he and Judieanne were 
the only two awake. The lights of the Daily Diner were on 
as he pulled up and stopped his cruiser in front. Knowing 
the coffee would be hot and delicious, the biscuits light and 
tasty, and the bacon just right, he hurried inside for his 
breakfast. 

The bell over the door let Judieanne know that he was 
there, so by the time he slid onto his usual stool at the 
counter, his coffee was right there, the aroma making his 
mouth water. There was something to be said for routine. 


“Morning, Cole.” 


“Morning, Judieanne. You haven’t had any more trouble 
out of the Hawkins boys, have you?” Cole asked, watching 
her through the window into the kitchen. Her speed and 
efficiency always amazed him. There were no wasted 
movements as she worked. With one hand she turned the 
bacon and with the other she pulled down a plate, setting it 
on the side of the stove where it would warm up and keep 
his breakfast nice and hot while he ate. He knew his eggs 
would be perfectly cooked, yellow runny, white not. While 
the bacon was transferred to a paper towel to drain, she 
reached into the nearby refrigerator for his favorite 
strawberry jam. His stomach growled and he blushed, 
hoping she didn’t hear it. 

“Now, there’s no sense in growling at me, Cole Winters. 
I’m working as fast as I can,” she teased him, then turned 
serious. “No, I haven’t had any more trouble. I was glad 
you were here, but I could’ve handled those two punks.” 


Judieanne Daily was from somewhere up north, as she 
said, so she referred to the rude brothers as punks instead 
of rednecks. Cole didn’t know exactly where she was from 
as she’d only told him she was from the north and she was 
hoping to find the famous Southern hospitality she’d heard 
about. She’d inherited the diner from her grandparents, 
both killed in a car accident, leaving the town without their 
favorite hangout and eating establishment and her with 
somewhere to go when she said she needed it most. He 
didn’t ask for more information. If she wanted to share 
more with him, she would. He didn’t pry unless there was a 
reason for his needing to know. 


“I know you can handle yourself, Judieanne, but there’s 
no reason you should have to put up with that kind of talk 
and behavior. You let me know if it happens again, you 
hear?” Cole hated prejudice of any kind. He knew about 
being different and having to cope with slurs and 
sometimes outright hatred. Why couldn’t people just get 


along and let others live their lives without having to 
endure mistreatment because of differing beliefs, sexuality, 
or skin color in Judieanne’s case? 


“I have to let people know I can take care of myself or 
they’ll keep testing me, won’t they? I have Granddad’s old 
bat in here and, if I had to, I could use it. I’m used to the 
trash talk. Don’t worry about me. Where’s the rest of the 
guys this morning?” She set his food in front of him and 
moved to wipe down the already clean counter. 


“You interested in anyone in particular?” Cole teased her. 
He hoped she was thinking about one of his best deputies, 
Marshall Baber. More than once, Cole had thought the two 
would make a striking couple. Judieanne could have been a 
model on any runway in the country. She was damn close 
to six feet tall with a fantastic body with curves in all the 
right places. Her skin was light brown, about the same 
color he made his coffee after adding a couple of healthy 
dollops of cream to it. With wide-set dark brown eyes and a 
mouth full of bright white teeth covered by luscious thick 
lips, Judieanne was stunningly beautiful. 


“Don’t you start teasing me this early in the morning or 
Pl take that plate right away from you. You know I don’t 
have time for no man. Not interested. Men are too much 
trouble and not trustworthy to boot. Present company 
excepted, of course.” She grinned at him. 


“Of course. I’m sorry for teasing you,” he said, sopping 
up the last of the egg yolk with a biscuit. “Brad and Sully 
have the day off and Carl will be in later. Marshall is 
meeting me at seven at the office. You be nice to him, now, 
Judieanne, he’s shy. He’s a good man and I’m lucky he 
decided to stay here and work instead of going back to 
Cincinnati with the rest of his family. I like him a lot.” Cole 
wasn’t just talking. He meant every word. Marshall was his 
best deputy and he was lucky he had him at the office. 


“Fine. You go ahead and like him. If you like him that 
much, why don’t you make a play for him?” Her eyes got 
big and she laughed when he jerked his head up and 
started to say something. She continued chuckling as he 
put jam on the last biscuit, keeping his eyes down as if 
intent on the task. 


“See, it’s not the same when it’s you in the hot seat, huh? 
That’ll teach you to come in here trying to be a 
matchmaker this early in the morning. Now, eat your food 
while I get to work. And, by the way, it doesn’t make sense 
to leave a tip bigger than the bill.” She turned her head up 
and stalked to the kitchen. 


“I can leave any size tip I want to. It’s a free country.” He 
laughed when he heard her muttering back there. 


“Hey, how’s the puppy? If you come by here before you 
leave for the day, I’ll send some good scraps home with 
you. I know what the little ones can safely have. I’m just 
offering, you don’t have to, but it’s a shame to waste some 
of the stuff I throw out. In the city, I’d have sent it toa 
shelter. I can’t believe they don’t have needy people here.” 
Judieanne sounded amazed. 


“What city?” Cole asked. 
“Detroit, nosey.” 


“I’m sorry. I really wasn’t prying. It was just instinct,” 
Cole said. 


“Relax. It’s no secret. I hated my life there. I’m better off 
here. I like the quiet and the slow pace of life here. Less 
shootings, less cruelty, and I might just end up happy 
here.” Judieanne had come to stand at the window to look 
out at Cole as she admitted her satisfaction with the move 
to Deerville. 


“I’m glad. Ill try to keep it so you’re happy here.” 


“I appreciate that, Officer. You coming by for lunch 
today?” She smiled brightly at him. Did she even know how 


beautiful she was when she grinned like that? 


“Can’t. I have to go out to the Bonners’ place and check 
on them. I’m worried about Mrs. Bonner. She’s due to 
deliver her seventh child and I think she’s having trouble 
with this one, but Dodge doesn’t want to take her to the 
doctor. He says she ought to know how to pop them out by 
now. Some people need to be gelded,” Cole said, shaking 
his head at the backward ways of some of his people. 


Judieanne disappeared from the window and came 
through the swinging door to the right of it. She handed 
him a small thermal bag. When he raised his brows, she 
held up her hand and said, “Just take it. It’s a sandwich and 
some potato salad. There’s a cold pack in there to keep it 
safe for you.” She started to turn. 

“You don’t have to do this. I’ll be glad for it, though, when 
I’m nearly to the county line and there’s no hope for a good 
meal. How much?” Cole asked, reaching for his wallet. 

“On the house. It looks like we’ve adopted each other, 
and we both take care of those we care about. Now go on 
and don’t forget to come by for the pup’s food.” She headed 
back to the kitchen. 


“It’s Festus.” 

She stuck her head back out and asked, “What kind of 
name is Festus? It sounds like a seeping wound.” She 
shuddered. 

“Festus is a great name. You’re too young to know about 
Festus, but he was a great character on an old TV show. He 
was the sheriff’s sidekick.” 

“You gonna deputize him?” she teased him. 

“When he’s learned enough, I might.” He gave it right 
back. 

“The town’s waking up and there’ll be people in here 
wanting breakfast soon. Now get outta here.” 


He got. 


2K OK OK Ok 


Hours later Cole sat in the shade on a side road, eating 
his lunch and thinking about the Bonners. Dodge had been 
out hunting and it seemed like there were tiny children 
everywhere, all under school age. Karen, the expectant 
mother, was doing laundry. The dryer wasn’t working so 
she was hanging the clothes on the line out behind the 
house. To Cole, she appeared entirely too small to have 
birthed twins, twice. 


Cole had spent a good hour helping her with it. He hung 
up the heavy items, jeans, overalls, blankets, etc. She 
looked like she was about to drop any minute. He told her 
again that if she got into trouble she was to call him. When 
she tried to tell him that her husband would get mad, he 
told her to let him deal with Dodge. If she had a bad 
delivery she could die out here and then where would 
Dodge and the rest of the children be? Finally, she nodded, 
promising to memorize his number in case she needed to 
call. 


After finishing his lunch, he headed for his place to check 
on Festus, see what the little terror had ruined now. When 
he pulled in his driveway he could see the curtain swaying 
in the front window. Little squirt had been on the couch 
again. He hurried in and saw that the little dog had 
managed to pee on the pad instead of the floor. 


“What a good boy!” Cole took the dog over to the pad and 
let him smell it and continued to praise him. He followed 
that up with a treat and a trip out the back door to his 
fenced yard, letting the dog go to run frantically around, 
peeing here and there as if having to mark the whole yard 
at one time. Cole laughed as the floppy-eared mutt came 
flying toward him and was surprised when Festus jumped 
up. He caught him in his arms and spun around. 


“Whoa! Where’d you learn that? I hope you don’t geta 
whole lot bigger or we’ll both go down. It was pretty cool, 
though.” Cole nuzzled the puppy’s neck and laughed when 
Festus tried to lick his face. “Nope, not the face. Yuck. I 
can’t understand how people let their dogs lick their faces 
and their mouths. I’ve seen where that tongue’s been. Yeah, 
that’s a boy. Lick my hand. I can wash that and be gone. 
Hey, you’ve got goodies coming from Judieanne tonight. 
You'll like that. Let’s go in. I’ve got to go back to work.” 


Cole put the dog down and they went back inside. He 
gave Festus his favorite rawhide bone and headed back to 
work. 

2K XK XK OX* 


It was about an hour before the end of his shift and he 
was in his office talking with Marshall. It was a slow day 
and he had just commented on how boring it was when all 
the work was caught up and nothing was going on. The 
phone rang and Marshall answered, “Weston County 
Sheriff’s Office.” 


Cole watched Marshall’s eyes widen and he stood, 
knowing something was up. 


“Yes, ma’am. We’re on our way.” Marshall dropped the 
phone and looked at Cole who was already walking to the 
door. 


“What?” Cole asked. 


“Mrs. Bonner. Dodge came back in drunk and got mad 
when supper wasn’t ready and some of the kids were 
crying. She’s bleeding and scared and he’s yelling in the 
background,” Marshall said, following Cole and locking the 
door to the small square building on the main street of the 
town. 


“Call Doctor Creason at the hospital and tell him I’m 
bringing her in and to expect problems with the delivery. I 
knew there was something wrong with this one. She hasn’t 


looked right. She didn’t say anything about him hitting her, 
did she?” Cole was gearing himself up for whatever they 
were getting ready to face. 


“No, but I don’t think she’d say in front of the kids and he 
was yelling for her to put the damn phone down. We need 
to hurry,” Marshall said. 


“Both cars. One of us might need to keep control at the 
house while the other takes her in. I hate domestics.” Cole 
would rather face drugs or punks out for trouble than get 
between married people, especially when one was a 
drunken, redneck fool. Cole hated the way some people 
stereotyped Kentuckians as hillbilly rednecks, but really, 
Dodge was the epitome of redneck-ness. 


Both he and his deputies used ear buds and cell phones 
as well as the radio. He could see Marshall talking as he 
pulled out. Cole was right behind him and they sped toward 
the Bonner place. He said a quick prayer for Karen’s health 
and the whole situation. 


He noticed that Marshall cut the lights and siren about a 
mile from the Bonner home. That was smart; no sense in 
making Dodge any madder than necessary. They both 
pulled up and Cole turned his car to make it easier to get 
Karen into the back seat if he needed. He could hear chaos 
in the house as they headed for the door. 


Cole knocked loudly and yelled, “Mr. Bonner. This is 
Sheriff Winters. May we come in?” He was trying the polite 
route, but if they were refused he’d kick the door in if he 
had to in order to check on Mrs. Bonner. There was no way 
Karen Bonner would have called if she hadn’t been scared 
for her baby. 


The door was jerked open and Dodge Bonner stood there, 
blocking their entrance. 


“We don’t need you here, Sheriff.” 


“Maybe not, but a call was made and we’re required by 
law to check it out. May I see your wife, Dodge? Come on, 
you don’t want anything to happen to her and the baby, do 
you?” Cole wanted to push the man out of the way and get 
inside where it sounded like all six of the other children 
were crying and he could hear Karen trying to calm them 
down. 


“Dodge...please...” Karen’s voice came, over the sound of 
the screaming children. Eerie, the way her quiet plea could 
be heard over that cacophony. 


Dodge looked like he wanted to slam the door in their 
faces, but he stood back and Cole and Marshall rushed in. 
Cole went straight to Karen and saw the strain on her face. 
Two of the smallest children, both girls, were standing and 
holding on to her legs as she sat on a kitchen chair. Cole 
could see small streams of blood down her legs. She was 
whimpering very quietly in fear, but clearly not wanting to 
frighten the children more. 


“Karen, you know you’re going to have to get to the 
hospital as soon as possible, don’t you? Marshall can stay 
here with the kids and Ill take you in myself. Dodge, I’m 
not telling you what to do, but I’m taking your wife to the 
clinic. You can stay here with your kids, or you can ride in 
with us, but get a move on.” 


“I don’t know why she has to go anywhere. She’s had six 
kids already. She ought to be able to just spit this one out 
like the others. I don’t like other people up in my business. 
She’s...” Dodge stopped only when Cole interrupted him. 


“Dodge, shut up! She’s going to lose this child if you 
don’t move and let me get her some help. I can deliver a 
baby, but this is not a normal delivery. You going or 
staying?” Cole had had it with the damn fool. 


“I’m supposed to leave my kids with this—this ni...uh, 
hell.” Dodge shut up again when he saw the anger on 


Cole’s face at the racial slur Dodge was smart enough to 
cut off. 


“I got this, Cole, you all go on. I think you need to hurry. 
Dodge, can you bring me some clean towels?” Marshall had 
nodded his head toward where Karen was continuing to 
bleed. She watched the ridiculous drama play out while 
she needed immediate help. 


For once, Dodge did as directed and got some towels 
from the room off the kitchen. Marshall gave one to Cole to 
put on the car seat and the others to Dodge. Cole didn’t 
give Dodge a choice in the matter. He moved to Karen, 
helped her up a little and then picked her up and placed 
her in her husband’s arms. Dodge’s eyes got big and he 
looked from his wife to Cole, suddenly appearing unsure of 
what to do. 


“Let’s go. You hold on to her and cushion her ride and I'll 
get you there as fast as I can,” Cole said, heading out the 
door. 


Behind him, he heard Marshall say to the wide-eyed 
children, “Hey, guys, you want to see the pretty lights and 
hear the loud siren? I bet he’s gonna turn it all on. Here 
you go, sweetheart, come here, it’s okay. Hey, you too, I can 
hold you both. Come on, let’s look out the window while the 
nice sheriff takes your mom to get some help. You all wave 
now. See those lights going round and round. Oh my, isn’t 
that loud? I can...” Cole heard no more as he slammed the 
door and sped off. 

“My kids be all right with that guy back there?” Dodge 
asked, over the noise of the siren. 

“That man, Deputy Marshall Baber, is one of the nicest 
men I’ve ever met. Your kids will be fine, Dodge. How’s she 
doin’?” Cole couldn’t take his eyes off the road to see. 

“She’s quiet. I think she’s bleeding faster, Sheriff. It looks 
like a lot of blood back here.” Dodge finally sounded 


concerned. Cole had no sympathy. Karen could have been 
helped before now if Dodge wasn’t so damned contrary and 
backward. You’d think they lived up in the hills and didn’t 
know about the world. Hell, the man had a satellite dish. 
He wasn’t as much backward as he was just a redneck 
idiot. 

Cole sped up as he got closer to town and could use the 
back way to the hospital, getting there faster than going 
straight through town. He swung around in front of the big 
doors and was glad to see a gurney there with two nurses 
standing ready to help. 


In a matter of minutes, Karen had been taken back to a 
room where a doctor was waiting to see what could be 
done. Cole drew Dodge over to the counter and told him to 
answer all the questions that the woman there asked him. 
Cole hurried back to the room where they were working on 
Karen and stepped in for a moment to tell them what he 
knew about the situation, his fears about her having a hard 
time through this whole pregnancy. 


Cole answered a few questions of his own, telling them 
that yes, she had been working, doing heavy housework, 
that morning even. He explained about helping her with the 
laundry when he checked on her earlier. They were told 
about the number and ages of the children at home now. 
Brows were raised, but nothing was said. Cole left them to 
their work. 

Taking out his cell, he called Marshall to see how he was 
doing and what he needed. 

“Hey, Cole.” Marshall’s voice was soft and calm. 

“It’s quiet. What did you do, hit them in the head?” Cole 
joked. 


“Poor things. I fixed them all some Pop-Tarts and milk. 
They were exhausted. The oldest has been helping me. I’ve 
changed diapers and put on a cartoon but kept it low and 


before long they were all out. I’ve got both the babies on 
me now. They cling a lot. No wonder, huh? Happy home.” 
Marshall sounded put out with the situation, but quite able 
to handle his part of it. 


“What should I do to help you? Who do you think we 
could call to come help out? I don’t know how long Karen 
will be here, or how much help Dodge would be if he came 
back there. Maybe someone from the church?” Cole knew 
well that in small towns when there was a problem and 
someone needed help, it was usually the church people who 
stepped up. 

“If you could go by my house and pick Sissy up I’d 
appreciate it. She’s perfect for this and has already packed 
a bag. I’ve called another couple of ladies my mom was 
friends with. It'll work out. We’re gonna need some food, 
though.” 


“TIl get Sissy and take care of the food situation. Pll call 
Judieanne and see what ideas she can come up with too. All 
of this is as soon as I find out about Karen,” Cole said. 


“How is she?” Marshall asked quietly. 


“She was bleeding heavily on the way in. Even Dodge 
sounded concerned. Idiot. This could have been avoided.” 
Cole tried to be reasonable, but he hated to see people 
suffer and in this case it could have been prevented. He 
kind of knew that before this was all over he wasn’t going 
to be able to keep his mouth shut. Dodge Bonner had a few 
lessons he needed to learn. 


After talking to Marshall, Cole called Judieanne at the 
diner and told her what was going on. He didn’t even have 
to ask for her help. She immediately said she’d pack up 
some food to take out there until some shopping could be 
done for them. She correctly guessed that neither he nor 
Marshall had eaten since lunch and it was now getting 
pretty late. 


“T’ll close early and meet you there. Don’t worry about 
supper. I’ll bring enough for everyone.” Judieanne was 
bucking for sainthood in his book. He was getting kind of 
hungry. 

“Marshall said he called some of the ladies from your 
church to help and he said that his sister, Sissy, was going 
to stay and help with the children. I’m picking her up ina 
few.” Cole was feeling better about the situation with 
everyone pitching in. 

“T bet it’s Miss Margie, Miss Mable, and Miss Agatha. 
They’re the first ones anyone thinks of when there’s an 
emergency. They'll get things running smoothly until Karen 
can get back and on her feet. How is she, Cole? Did she 
lose the baby?” Judieanne sounded hesitant, but 
sympathetic. 

“Not sure yet, but I’m afraid for her. Oh crap, there are 
people running into her room. I’ve got to go. lIl see you 
soon and thanks so much.” 


“You don’t need to thank me, Cole. You’re the one with 
the biggest heart in Weston County.” 


“Shh, don’t be spreadin’ those rumors now,” he teased 
her. “I’ve got to keep my big bad former-soldier, tough- 
sheriff reputation.” 


“I think you do all right. Go on now and let me know if I 
can do anything else,” Judieanne said before hanging up on 
him. 

Cole stayed out of the way, but he waited to see if Karen 
was going to be all right. While he stood there he saw 
Dodge heading for him just as there was a commotion at 
the door to Karen’s room. A parade of nurses, techs, and 
machinery accompanied Karen’s bed as it was rolled down 
the hall toward double doors that said “Surgery.” 

“Where are they taking her?” Dodge said, hurrying up. 
“What’s happening?” 


The doctor stopped as he was bringing up the rear with a 
chart in his hands. He glanced between the two men. 


“Sheriff,” he said and nodded to Cole, then looked at 
Dodge and asked, “Are you Mr. Bonner?” 


“Yes? What’s wrong with her? Why is she going in there?” 
Dodge pointed to the surgery doors. 


“Your wife just might be in the process of losing your 
baby, sir. I’m hoping she hasn’t lost too much blood to save 
her, too.” The doctor’s words and his expression were 
serious. 


“You’re kidding! What do you mean lose her? She’s just 
having a baby. She’s had six of them. You better not let her 
die in there, you hear me? She’s got six kids at home 
and...” 


The doctor, Jack Creason, stared at Dodge like he wanted 
to punch him. Doctor Creason looked at Cole as if to say, 
“Get this idiot out of my face or I won’t be responsible.” 
Cole read him perfectly, understood the sentiment, and 
agreed wholeheartedly with it. But he had to stay 
professional. 


“We’ll do our best for your wife. The fact that she’s had 
seven kids in the last five years might be why this 
pregnancy is tearing her apart. I don’t have time for this 
now. I’ve got to get scrubbed up and see if I can stop the 
bleeding and save either, but hopefully both, of them.” 


Dodge tried to splutter more angry words, but Cole 
grabbed his arm and led him toward the waiting room 
where he pushed him down into a chair. 


“What’s the matter with you, Sheriff? You got no call to 
be slingin’ me around like that. I got rights,” Dodge said 
belligerently. 

“What about her rights, Dodge? She’s been pregnant ever 
since I’ve been back from the war. Come on, even I know 
that a woman’s body needs time to rest and repair itself 


after a pregnancy. Having so many, as close together as she 
did is dangerous to her health. I hope she makes it through 
this.” Maybe it wasn’t his place to condemn Dodge for his 
negligent treatment of his wife, but he couldn’t seem to 
stop himself. 


He went on with his righteous rant. “You haven’t even 
asked how your other six children are, Dodge. You have six 
kids under school age, which means that she, while being 
heavily pregnant, had to take care of that many kids as well 
as fetch and carry for you, since I’m sure you don’t help her 
at all. There’s no way that someone as far along as she is 
should be doing heavy housework.” Cole thought he better 
shut up. 


“If she don’t, who’s gonna do it?” Dodge was honest-to- 
God serious. 

“Really? You’re going there? You! Jesus, Dodge, you’re 
supposed to love her and take care of her. Looks to me like 
she’s the only one in this marriage doing any loving or 
caring for! In all the times I’ve seen you all with the kids, 
I’ve never seen you holding any of them. I just don’t get 
you, Dodge.” Cole did stop this time. 


“Hell, bunch of girls. I only got me one son. I was hopin’ 
this one was going to be another boy.” 


Cole gave up. “Yeah, well, you just made my point. I tell 
you what, Dodge. You stay here and wait to see if either 
one of them is going to live and I’m going to make sure the 
other six are taken care of for the next few days. I’m 
betting Karen won’t be coming home right away.” Cole had 
to get out of there before he took a swing at the damn fool. 

“You're leaving me here? What am I supposed to do just 
sittin’ here?” Dodge appeared to be totally freaked at the 
thought of being left there. 

“T’ve got a good idea for you. Find the chapel. Pray.” Cole 
wanted to add, “you son of a bitch”, but figured that would 


take away from the point he was trying to make. He 
stomped out to the reception desk where he told the 
woman on duty to have Doctor Creason call him at the 
number he gave her and let him know how Karen was as 
soon as he got a chance. 


Time to pick up Sissy and head out to the Bonner home. 
He’d rather be on diaper duty than spend any more time 
with Dodge Bonner, candidate for father and husband of 
the year. Cole was thankful that there’d been no other calls 
while all this was going on. Both he and Marshall were 
officially off duty now, so anything that came in would be 
handled by the new shift. His being off duty didn’t mean he 
wouldn’t be called back in, though. It was a frequent 
occurrence. 


Cole smiled as he pulled into Marshall’s drive and saw 
Sissy waiting at the door. She was out the door, had it 
locked, and was coming to the car with her suitcase before 
he was completely out of the vehicle. 


“Hurry up, Sheriff Cole, I got to take care of them babies. 
They need me real, real bad. Marshall says right now I’m 
their only hope till their poor mama gets home from the 
hospital. Uh...” She stopped when she reached the car and 
looked at him and then at the car, saying, “I don’t have to 
sit in the back, do I? I want to sit up in the front with you. 
The front seat is for good people and the back seat is for 
bad ones. I know that.” 


“Of course you can ride up front with me. Let me put 
your suitcase in the trunk. Tonight the back seat was used 
to take Karen to the hospital and I might need to do some 
cleaning back there.” He didn’t want to go into detail about 
the blood loss. 


Sissy surrendered her suitcase to him and he stowed it 
away before helping her settle in the passenger seat. 


“That was a big suitcase, Sissy. Did you bring all your 
clothes? It sure was heavy. I know how women are about 
their clothes,” he teased her. 


“No, silly. I got books and some toys and cookies for the 
kids out there. I can read the little books. Marshall helps 
me with the bigger ones and he reads to me sometimes, but 
I know all the little stories. I just brought them so they can 
see the pictures too,” Sissy said earnestly. 


“You’re going to be great with those children, Sissy. They 
need a lot of attention right now. They’re such sweet, 
beautiful little ones. You’re in danger of falling in love with 
all of them, you wait and see.” 


Cole had a really warm spot for Sissy. Marshall had told 
him that she was two years older than he was and after 
their parents died a few years ago, she had moved in with 
him and she took care of the house and cooked for him 
sometimes. Sissy was mildly mentally challenged and was 
happy and content keeping house for her brother. Marshall 
said she couldn’t really hold down a job, but she was 
productive and helpful and everyone loved her sunny 
disposition and caring manner. 


Chapter Two 


They were just on the outskirts of town when it 
happened. What now? Cole thought as he saw a car pulled 
off the road, and it looked like there were four men whaling 
on another one. Four on one didn’t seem like good odds to 
him and he knew he didn’t recognize them as they stopped 
when he hit the lights and they all glared up. Cole didn’t 
notice any weapons. It looked like they’d just been giving 
the fallen man a beating. He also noted that it was an out- 
of-state license. 


Cole used the radio to call dispatch. “Frank. Out on 
Lisbon Road, about a mile out of town, on the way to the 
Bonner’s place. Illinois license plate reads five, five, five U, 
P, S, that’s Uniform, Papa, Sierra. Four men attacking 
another. Send back up immediately. Carl should be working 
the road tonight. I’m checking it out. Over.” 


“Roger, Sheriff. I’ll send Carl over there. Be careful. 
Over,” Frank’s voice came back with a little static, but 
understandable. 


“Sissy, honey, I’m getting out and you lock the doors and 
stay still in here, okay?” 


“Yes sir.” Bless her heart, her eyes were wide and she 
looked scared to death. 


As soon as he opened the door to get out of the cruiser, 
the four men scrambled, running for the car, leaving the 
victim on the side of the road. Well, hell. There was no way 
he could chase them with an injured man down and Sissy in 


the car. He stood, feeling helpless as the car peeled out and 
down the road. 


A moan from the man on the ground had him hurrying 
over to him to assess the damage. As Cole approached, the 
man jerked back and tried to roll away from him. 


“Easy. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m here to help. I’m 
Sheriff Cole Winters. Can you stand?” Cole figured there 
was nothing broken since he’d been moving, trying to get 
away from him. 


“Cole, huh? How funny,” the man mumbled. 


“Funny? Are you okay?” Cole didn’t see anything funny. 
“If I help you, can you get up?” 


“Yeah, I think so. I can’t believe they followed me here. I 
brought you trouble. Jason won’t be happy about that.” The 
words were sort of mumbled and made no sense to Cole. 


“How bad are you hurt? Jason who? Do we need to get 
you to the hospital? And can I get a name?” Cole bent to 
help the man to his feet and was surprised to see how small 
he was. When he’d first seen him, he was bent over and 
Cole hadn’t realized just how little the man was. It took 
four men to beat up this guy? 


“My name’s Mason. No hospital. I’m kinda short on 
money right now. Had to leave home in a hurry.” Mason 
spoke around a swollen and cut lip that went with the black 
eye, cut cheek, and obviously painful ribs. He seemed to be 
favoring his left side. 

“Are you sure nothing’s broken?” Cole asked. 

“Nah, it’d be a lot harder to breathe if they were broken. 
Besides, they’d just gotten started.” 

Cole turned him and when the light hit him full in the 
face, Cole almost gasped. This man was pretty. That was 
the only word for it. Just pretty. One side of his face wasn’t 
swollen, bruised or cut and now Cole could see his eyes. 


Who knew he was a sucker for gray eyes? Mason’s hair was 
pretty long and in the rotating colored lights it appeared 
dark red and very thick. It made Cole think of that 
snowboarder from the Olympics. Mason, though, had 
prettier features. Well, the ones that weren’t swelling. Cole 
actually felt a little stomach roll as he gazed at Mason. He 
looked a little more and got the feeling he’d seen Mason 
before. He shook his head. Couldn’t be. 


“Mason, I’m already on a sort of call right now. How 
about I take you with me and then we’ll deal with your 
injuries when we get there? I’ve got to deliver someone to a 
home right now. If you’re sure you’re okay for the next little 
bit, I’ll see that you’re cared for soon. I’d say you’ve gota 
story to tell too. Were you riding with them?” Cole 
indicated the direction the car had taken. 


“No, I was trying to get away from them. I caught a ride 
and this trucker let me off just outside of town. They must 
have followed me all the way from Chicago. How stupid am 
I?” 

Cole was mystified. This guy Mason had come here from 
Chicago, been followed by the four men in the car who beat 
him up when they caught up with him? Yeah, there was a 
story there, for sure. 


When they got to the cruiser, Cole settled Mason into the 
back, on the opposite side from where Dodge and Karen 
had been. He called dispatch again and told them that he 
had the victim of the beating with him and that the car with 
the others had headed back into town. 


“Tell Carl to be on the lookout for a dull, dark blue 
Cadillac, older, I’d say about ninety-five or six. Hold a 
second, Frank,” Cole said and turned to ask Mason a 
question. 


“Do you know if they’re armed? Any weapons?” 


“I never saw any. Maybe a crowbar or two, some things 
like that. They seem to enjoy the actual hands-on 
approach,” Mason said with some kind of hidden meaning 
that had Cole watching him for another few seconds. 


“Okay, Frank, not sure on weapons, but definitely not a 
nice group of guys. Mason, are you pressing charges if we 
can apprehend them?” Cole said, turning to face him again. 


“No. No way. That way lies certain death,” Mason said 
with a wry grin. 


“Gotta hear your story,” Cole murmured before he flipped 
the switch on the radio to tell Frank to have Carl just see if 
he could find out where they ended up. 


From beside Cole, Sissy spoke up quietly, turning to stare 
at Mason. 


“Are you Okay? Can I help you? Those men are mean. 
That’s not fair for them all to be beating on you.” Sissy’s 
voice was full of indignation at the situation. 


“Those men are worse than mean. They’re murderers and 
they want to make me next,” Mason said, then jerked and 
tried to sit up straight, shaking his head as if he wanted to 
retract that statement. “Uh, thanks, but Ill be okay.” This 
was directed at Sissy. 


Cole finally sped on down the road toward the Bonner 
place. What had started out as a fairly routine day had 
turned into one crisis after another. Cole should have been 
able to take Mason right into the hospital and have him 
checked out, get his story, and follow up on the men in the 
car. Not with Sissy in the car, though. First he had to get 
her settled in at the Bonner place. He was still waiting for 
information on Karen’s condition. 


“Where were you heading, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
Cole glanced quickly into the rearview mirror at Mason. 
God, he kept thinking he knew this guy, but could not recall 
him. 


“Uh, could I talk to you about that later on? I’m not trying 
to hide anything, but it’s kind of a long story. But I’m right 
where I was heading, I can tell you that.” Mason dropped 
that bombshell, making Cole wonder what in the world was 
going on. 

Sissy whispered to Cole, “Sheriff Cole, is he gonna be 
okay?” Cole wasn’t surprised to find that there were tears 
in Sissy’s eyes. She had such a loving heart and it was clear 
that seeing Mason getting beaten had thrown her. 


“Yeah, hon. I’ll make sure he’s okay. How about you don’t 
say anything about what happened. We need to make sure 
those bad guys don’t come after him again, huh?” 


“You won't let them get him again, Sheriff Cole, I know 
that.” Sissy turned again to smile at Mason and said, 
“You're safe from them now. Sheriff Cole will protect you. 
He’s a really good man. Marshall says so, and I do, too.” As 
far as Sissy was concerned, if Marshall said it, it was true. 


“That’s what Jason said,” Mason mumbled, his head 
lolling back on the seat. 


“Mason, they didn’t hit you in the head, did they? I should 
have checked you out more thoroughly. You don’t have a 
concussion, do you?” And who in the hell was this Jason? 


“Nah, man. I’m just tired. Haven’t slept in a couple of 
days. Don’t worry about me. Just go do what you gotta do. 
I’m good.” With that, Mason was out. 


Cole was glad the Bonner home was just ahead. He was 
afraid he was going to have to wake Mason and have him 
come in with them. It might not be a good idea to leave 
Mason asleep until he found out the extent of the man’s 
injuries. 

Cole was surprised to see three other vehicles there 
besides Dodge’s old green truck and Karen’s even older 
car. He knew the red Ford Escape was Judieanne’s, but 
wasn’t familiar with the other two vehicles. More chaos to 


deal with. At least this time, it was in the name of 
community and helping others. 


When he pulled up, Sissy was quick to open her door and 
head for the house. Cole let her go, knowing that Marshall 
was inside. He got out and opened the back door behind his 
seat, leaning in to touch Mason’s shoulder. 


“Hey!” Mason yelled, jerking then gasping as it must 
have hurt those ribs. “Jeez, you scared me.” 

“Sorry, Mason. I want you to come in with me while I 
make sure things are okay inside. I don’t want to leave you 
out here,” Cole explained, reaching into the trunk for 
Sissy’s suitcase. 


“M okay. Just go on,” Mason mumbled. 


“Sorry, man. I can’t do that. I promise you’re next. Come 
on, there might even be food involved. Judieanne makes the 
best and she’s here. IIl help you,” Cole said, reaching to 
take Mason’s arm. 


“I can do it.” Mason sighed and got out, following Cole to 
the door of the old farmhouse. 


Cole and Mason stood just inside the door watching the 
organized confusion going on in the house. Judieanne and 
three other ladies besides Sissy were in the kitchen. Sissy 
already had a baby in her arms and she was glowing with 
love as she rocked and sang softly to the little girl. 


Judieanne was quietly directing the other three much 
older women who had shown up from the church. There 
were loaves of bread being laid out on the counter by one 
while another followed her with cold cuts and cheese. The 
other lady, Cole knew. Miss Agatha was cooking at the 
stove, making what smelled like oatmeal. Cole also smelled 
bacon. Good Lord, he was hungry. He almost laughed out 
loud when his and Mason’s stomachs growled in unison. 
Mason even smiled a little. 


“Cole! Don’t just stand there. Come on in. You’ve got to 
be hungry. We’ve got scrambled eggs, bacon, and the 
biscuits are about to come out. Some are working on things 
to just leave in the refrigerator and others are making some 
quick easy food for the little ones. I see you have a friend 
with you. What’d you do, beat him up?” Judieanne indicated 
two places at the table for Cole and Mason to come and sit. 


“No, but you’re not far off. Someone did. I’ll get him 
checked out in a bit, but I had to get Sissy out here to help 
with the babies. Mason, this is Judieanne. She owns the 
best diner in town.” 


Mason nodded to her and she smiled at him. Mason 
seemed a lot more focused now. Cole checked him out 
carefully and saw that his eyes were clear. His scrapes 
didn’t appear to need stitches and his breathing was even. 
Mason was walking with no trouble, so Cole deemed him 
able to wait a bit more for medical attention. 


Cole looked around for Marshall and Judieanne said, 
“He’s changing Janie’s diaper. He’s getting pretty good at 
that.” 

Mason took in all the kids, some sacked out, some 
crawling, and the baby cooing in Sissy’s arms. Then he 
glanced at all the people helping and shook his head. 


“This is Dodge and Karen Bonner’s home. Karen’s in the 
hospital. I took her earlier. She’s having a hard time with 
this delivery, her seventh. Dodge is with her, so help was 
needed here with the children. These nice folks are from 
Judieanne and Marshall’s church. Marshall is the deputy 
sheriff, my right-hand man. Ah, here he comes,” Cole said 
as Marshall stepped into the room with the other baby on 
his shoulder. 

“Hey, Sheriff. This is Janie. She seems to have formed an 
attachment to me. She cries if I let her down. Maybe she’ll 
be fine with Sissy. Hey, Sissy, wanna trade and see if this 


one will let you hold her? I kind of need to go now.” 
Marshall stopped by Sissy’s chair and she gazed up at him 
with such joy that Cole was warmed through just watching 
her with the little ones. 


They made the handoff like it was something they were 
used to doing and Janie settled onto Sissy’s shoulder with a 
sigh that was matched by Marshall’s. 


“T knew it. Thanks, Sissy. You’re a lifesaver. Now, one of 
these ladies will be with you each night until Karen gets 
home, but you’re the main babysitter, okay? They will 
introduce you to the other children and I know you can 
handle this. You handle more than this every Sunday in the 
nursery. It’s good that we can count on you, huh, Sheriff?” 
Marshall glanced over and seemed to see Mason for the 
first time. His head tilted as he stared from Cole to Mason 
and he frowned, but refrained from comment. 


Cole agreed. “Karen’s lucky that Sissy’s available to help 
out in this situation. She’s the best.” 


Judieanne put two full plates on the table for Cole and 
Mason just like they were in her diner. She looked over to 
Marshall with a question in her eyes and he nodded, 
ducking his head. Cole could swear that Marshall was 
blushing under his dark skin. Judieanne filled another plate 
and Marshall thanked her in a shy voice. Marshall, his 
deputy that was built kind of like a linebacker and could 
handle drunks and punks alike, was shy around Judieanne. 
He thought it was sweet, but he’d never say it. He was 
right, though, there was something there. 


Cole watched Mason, who sat still, eyes tracking around 
at all the chaos around him. Now that they were in good 
light, Cole could see Mason’s features and hair much 
better. He could tell that below the slight bruising and 
scratches on his face, Mason was nice-looking. His hair, 
though, now that was just gorgeous. Thick and dark red, 


with waves in it as it lay over his shoulders, it just begged 
for Cole’s hand to smooth it, thread his fingers through it. 
Whoa. Cole had to bring himself back from there. Choo- 
choo! Look where that train of thought had taken him. 


While the women moved efficiently around the kitchen 
and Sissy got up to lay the now-sleeping Janie down and 
take Jennifer back from Marshall, Cole and Mason dug in. 
Marshall joined in the feasting and after the first wave of 
hunger was fulfilled, Cole told Marshall how he’d come 
upon Mason and asked how things had gone here. 


“Like clockwork, man. These women have this down to an 
art. When someone is in need, they step in and the work 
just gets done. There are already loads of laundry being 
done. Someone is coming out tomorrow to look at the dryer. 
I took down the things you hung out there this morning and 
put more up. It’ll be dry by morning,” Marshall said around 
a mouthful of bacon. 


Suddenly one of the young ones started crying and like 
dominoes, the others took up the call, one by one, and soon 
the sound was terrible. Cole figured he had the same 
expression of fear on his face that Mason did. Calmly 
Marshall got up and went to the oldest girl, Kathy, and Cole 
saw her raise her arms to be lifted. Marshall picked her up 
and brought her over to Cole. Marshall didn’t ask, he just 
handed her off, expecting Cole to take her. What else could 
he do? Now he had a crying five-year-old girl peering at 
him as if for answers to why her world had been turned 
upside down. All he knew to do was hug her, so he drew her 
to his shoulder and she laid her head down and sighed 
deeply. 

Marshall had gone back and gotten one of the four-year- 
old twins and put her on Mason’s lap, saying, “This is 
Kaitlin. Just hold her. She’s scared.” Mason set her on his 
right leg and held on with his good arm. Cole started to say 


something, but Mason, seeing his look, shook his head, 
mouthing, “I’m okay.” 

Judieanne spoke up. “I’ll take Kelsey. You get James 
Douglas. He’s a little heavier and I can work with Kelsey.” 


“That’s okay, Miss Judieanne. This one is sound asleep 
now. I’ll take Kelsey and you can keep on doing what you 
were doing.” Sissy put the sleeping Jennifer down and took 
Kelsey from Marshall. “You go ahead and eat, Marsh.” She 
glanced over at Cole and Mason and smiled at them, 
evidently liking what she saw. 


Cole stole a peek at Mason, wondering if he appeared as 
wild-eyed as the man did. Despite his obviously being 
freaked out by having a child whimpering toward sleep 
against him, Mason managed to lean over and keep eating 
as if nothing was amiss. He couldn’t be in too much pain if 
he could cuddle a child and eat without flinching. Cole 
followed suit, going back to his meal, occasionally reaching 
up to pat the sleeping girl he held and stroke her hair as he 
saw Mason do. 


Cole found that he simply enjoyed watching Mason. It 
had been a long time since he’d felt attraction for someone, 
but he seemed to be drawn to this man for some reason. 
What kind of sense did that make? He didn’t know Mason 
at all and there was some kind of hinky story still to come 
from the man. Well, he didn’t have time to think about it 
now. 


The calming touches seemed to do the trick and soon 
Marshall was up again, taking the children and transferring 
them to their beds in their rooms. Sissy went to help and 
find out more about who went where and so on. 

When Marshall returned, Cole told him about what had 
happened to Mason and that he had others on the lookout 
for the men. 


“That was interesting, huh?” Mason asked, blushing a 
little now that the terror seemed to have passed. 


“Yeah. Not something I’m used to, but Marshall sure 
seems to have conquered the task well.” 


“He’s been very good with the little ones, Sheriff,” Miss 
Agatha said as she filled his coffee cup and turned to ask 
Mason if he wanted more water, which he’d asked for 
instead of the coffee. 


“No, ma’am, thank you.” At least the man had manners. 
Cole was getting anxious to hear the story behind his 
appearance and have him checked out for injuries He’d 
taken the man at his word; that he was okay. He hoped he 
hadn’t made a mistake there. They needed to leave now so 
he could get Mason taken care of and find out if his men 
had seen anything of the strangers. 


Before he could say anything, though, his cell rang and 
he grabbed it. Dr. Creason. As soon as Creason said, 
“Sheriff, I’m sorry to call with bad news,” Cole got up and 
stepped away from the kitchen, going back out the door. He 
leaned on the door facing and listened as Dr. Creason told 
him that Karen had not only lost the baby, a girl, but had 
started to hemorrhage and they’d had to do a hysterectomy 
to save her. It had been touch-and-go for a while, but it 
looked like she was going to recover. It would be several 
days before she was out of the hospital, due the severity of 
the blood loss and the trauma caused by both the birth and 
the subsequent operation. Cole asked the man about 
Dodge, if he was being helpful to Karen or more of a 
problem. 


There was a pause and Dr. Creason said, “He’s been in to 
see her, but I don’t think he’s very good in the sympathy 
and caring department. Her father was listed in her 
paperwork and he’s been called. I believe he’s arriving in 
the morning.” 


“Thank you for letting me know, Doctor. I appreciate it. If 
you can, let Karen know that her other children are fine 
and in her home. They are being loved, fed, and cared for 
by wonderful ladies from a local church. We’ll set up a 
schedule. You tell her she should just focus on getting well. 
I’ll be in to see her tomorrow.” 


“Tl do that, Sheriff. That will help a lot. She’s been 
worried about them, begging her husband to go home and 
take care of them. He’s a piece of work. Il say that for 
him.” 

Cole knew what the doctor was saying—and what he was 
not saying. He was determined that he was going to have a 
talk with Dodge Bonner before this was over. Now he had 
to go in and relay the news to the people inside. 
Sometimes, life just sucked. 


When he stepped back in, it was quiet. No one said a 
word, all just gazing at him and seeming to gauge from his 
expression that it wasn’t good news. 


“Did...did she die, Sheriff Cole? You look sad.” Sissy 
asked what they all wanted to know. 


“No, hon. She’s going to be okay, but she lost the baby, 
another little girl. She had trouble and they had to doa 
hysterectomy, but she’s going to recover. The doctor said 
she’ll be in the hospital for several days. Judieanne, what 
do I need to do? Is there a schedule or something? I can 
donate time on my day off and after hours if you need me. I 
don’t know if Dodge is going to be much help.” 


“We've got it, Sheriff. You just check in fairly regularly 
and we’ll handle the day-to-day things. I’ll come and stay at 
night with Sissy and the other ladies will take turns during 
the days so no one has to work longer than they can 
handle. We’ll do this. It’s what a community is.” 


“Thank you all very much. This is a load off my mind. If 
it’s okay with you all, I’m going to go now and have Mason 


checked out at the hospital. I’ll check on Karen while I’m 
there. Do you want Marshall to stay here tonight? I don’t 
know when Dodge will be back or how he’ll act when he 
gets here. Be forewarned, he’s not a churchgoer and he’s 
pretty much firmly entrenched in the redneck ways, unlike 
his wife.” Cole felt he should warn them. He’d feel better if 
either he or Marshall was there when Dodge got home. 


“You mean, he ain’t gonna like all these niggers in his 
place?” Judieanne asked, grinning. 


“Miss Judieanne!” Sissy exclaimed, horrified. 


The other three ladies just smiled and kept on with their 
work, packaging things and putting them up, measuring 
out bottles for the babies and setting them in the 
refrigerator. Obviously, prejudice wasn’t anything new to 
them, but it wouldn’t interfere with them helping out these 
children in need. 


“That’s pretty much it, Judieanne. I believe Karen’s father 
has been called and he’s arriving tomorrow. I don’t know if 
he'll be any help either, but we’ll know more then.” 


Marshall promised to follow the ladies home to make sure 
they all arrived safely since they were all out past their 
bedtime. Cole and Mason headed for the car to go back into 
town and check in at the hospital. 


“Uh, really, Sheriff, I don’t want to go to the hospital. I’m 
bruised and have cuts and scrapes. There’s nothing I can’t 
handle and I just don’t want to go.” Mason sat gingerly in 
the seat beside Cole and they headed toward town. 


“Well, what do you want to do? Do you have a place to 
stay? You said you were where you were supposed to be, so 
I gather you have someone to stay with, huh?” Cole was 
anxious to hear this answer. Now maybe he’d find out 
Mason’s story. 


“Actually, I was coming to see you.” Mason just left that 
sentence lying out there. 


Cole’s automatic reflex was to hit the brake. Mason was 
thrown toward the dash. Cole threw his hand out to catch 
him, causing Mason to cry out as his ribs were hit again. 
Jerking his hand back, Cole got control of the car and 
gasped. 

“Shit. Sorry. Damn, man, I didn’t mean to make it worse. 
You kinda freaked me out there. You said you were coming 
to see me? You’re kidding, right? Do I know you? I keep 
thinking you look familiar.” 


“Sheriff Winters? Could we just go to your house? Some 
aspirin and a few bandages are all I need and I have a long 
story to tell you. And I bet you’ve got some email you need 
to read. That will go a long way in explaining why I’m 
here.” 


Cole thought about it a few minutes as he drove, realizing 
that he was driving to his house all the while. There wasn’t 
anything he could do for Karen tonight. Mason had been 
holding up well and seemed to have a handle on his injuries 
and what he needed. With just a little more information, 
Cole felt like he could take the guy home with him. Fora 
moment he wished he had another reason to take this man 
home with him. Yeah, wouldn’t it be nice if Mason was as 
attracted to him as he was to Mason? 


“Tell me just a little more about why you’re here to see 
me and I might consider it,” Cole said. 

“Jason sent me to you.” 

“There you are with that Jason again. Do I know this 
Jason?” Cole really didn’t think he knew any Jason. 

“T think you might have known him as Jase, or Captain 
Davenport.” Mason let those words sink in, sitting quietly. 
“Oh my good God! Jase? But, I thought he was still in, 

well...” 


“Afghanistan? You can say it. He is. We email each other 
back and forth and he told me to come to you and you 


would help me.” Mason waited again. 


“Wait a minute,” Cole said, the light finally coming on, 
“You're Jase’s brother, Mason. He told me the story about 
how you are each named after one of your grandfathers. He 
said you all got teased a lot about Jason and Mason, and 
that’s why he liked Jase. Oh my God, you’re that Mason. 
Okay, Ill take you home with me and you can tell me your 
story.” 


Cole was near his home now. It didn’t take long to get to 
his house, but it was fairly isolated, being just past the 
outskirts of Deerville, out off Harbor Road. Cole could 
never understand how it got its name, as his property in 
Deerville was completely landlocked. There was not a river 
nearby, no lake, and damn few streams. So, why Harbor 
Road? 


“This is kind of out in nowhere-land, isn’t it?” Mason 
asked, glancing around at all the trees and the wild setting. 


Cole looked at his one-story, nondescript brick house. “I 
like it. I’m close enough to town, but have my privacy too. 
It works for me. Got the house for a steal and worked... 
well, I’m still working on fixing it up. Come on in.” 


Chapter Three 


Mason Davenport took a deep breath and stepped into 
Cole Winters’ house. He immediately got the feeling he was 
home, safe, that this place was a sanctuary. Jason had told 
him that Cole was a good man and that he could trust him 
to help in the horrible situation he found himself forced 
into. What he hadn’t expected was to want to jump the 
man’s bones and spend hours studying that firm tight body 
that filled out the sheriff’s uniform so well. Nope, he hadn’t 
come here looking for anything but help. He wasn’t even 
sure the officer of the law was gay. How stupid would it be 
to come on to someone in that position and find out he was 
straight and pissed? 


The closing of the door behind him brought him out of his 
inward study and must have also awakened the frantic 
furball that was now launching itself into the sheriff’s arms. 
Cole was laughing and petting what appeared to be a mop 
of light brown hair. Cole had flipped on a light switch and 
now Mason could see the pooch that wiggled happily in 
Cole’s arms. Cole turned and the dog saw Mason and tried 
its best to growl menacingly, but it was a failed attempt. 


“Grr, get ‘im, Festus. You’re supposed to be my guard 
dog. You’re not scaring him at all.” Cole grinned over at 
Mason. Mason took a step toward them and, to his 
surprise, the little dog jumped at him. Quickly, he put his 
arms up and managed to catch the flying canine. When he 
did, though, he twisted wrong and his ribs let him know in 
a hurry that sudden movements were not to be tolerated. 


His grunt and grimace must have cued Cole in, because he 
stepped over and retrieved his puppy with an apology. 


“Damn, man, I’m sorry about that. I didn’t know he would 
do that. We need to get you taken care of, now. Festus, you 
behave and let me see to our guest. I’ve got injuries to look 
at and he’s got a story to tell.” Cole let the dog down and 
continued into another room, talking to the pet all the time. 
“Yes, l'll get your supper first and some water and you can 
go out for a bit. Come on, you’re gonna be a good watch 
dog someday, aren’t you?” 

Mason doubted it. He took the opportunity to look 
around. Wow. Outside, the house seemed like any other, but 
inside it looked like it belonged on a beach or the coast 
somewhere. The walls were a light color, almost peachy- 
like, but not quite. There was a huge couch with pastel- 
colored pillows on it. It should have had a feminine aspect, 
but it didn’t somehow. It looked...again the only word he 
could come up with was coastal. This place would fit 
perfectly in someplace like Myrtle Beach or Tybee Island. 


Mason turned and took in the whole room. The furniture 
was sturdy but light-colored and held things like clear 
lamps and huge shells. There were a couple of gorgeous 
sand pictures on top of a dresser in the corner. On the walls 
there were large bright paintings, and a few photographs 
of the ocean, the beach, or ships. This man clearly liked the 
sea. What was he doing in this small town in Kentucky? 


Mason walked through the hallway into the kitchen 
where Cole was fixing the dog’s meal and watching out the 
back door as Festus ran wildly around the yard, stopping 
frequently to mark a spot here and there. The kitchen 
followed the beach motif. The walls were a light blue, the 
trim white, and the counters and cabinets were light oak. 
The cabinet doors were glass and you could see inside that 
Cole’s dishes were a multi-colored set, all in shades of blue 
and green. 


“Your place is cool. Like the sea, huh?” Mason said. 


“Yeah, it relaxes me. I’ve only been a few times, but it just 
seems like heaven to me,” Cole replied. 


“Okay, why here? Not a lot of beaches in Kentucky.” 


“More than you’d think. We have a lot of lakes and the 
state parks are beautiful. But I know what you’re saying. 
Here, Kentucky, is home. The sea, or the beach, is a 
wonderful place to visit, to dream about, to anticipate, you 
know? I’ve got my own little bit of it here.” Cole gazed 
around at his beautifully decorated home with pride. 


“Well, it’s cool.” 


“Thanks, Mason. Sit down while I get the first aid kit and 
see what I can do for you. Want to lose that shirt so I can 
see your ribs? I’ve got tape for them if we need it,” Cole 
suggested as he headed out of the kitchen. “I’ll be right 
back.” 


Mason removed the shirt, wincing as his ribs protested. It 
wasn’t cold in the room, but he felt his nipples harden and 
his shoulders tensed as he heard Cole returning. That was 
one hot man and Mason was afraid his interest was going 
to be hard to hide. He didn’t want to ruin his chance for 
help by coming on to someone who wasn’t into him. Jason 
hadn’t come right out and said that Cole was gay, but it was 
implied by his assurances that Cole would understand him 
and want to help him. Mason figured if Cole did help, it 
would be due to his allegiance to Jason. Mason thought of 
his brother as Jason, despite others calling him Jase. He 
liked them being Jason and Mason, even if it did sound 
weird. 


He peered up when Cole returned to the kitchen and sat 
close to him, turning his chair so they were face to face. 
Mason held in a gasp as he had a chance to look closely at 
the man. Cole Winters was stunningly gorgeous. His eyes 
were a deep dark brown, his hair silky black. It was cut 


fairly close to his head, but there was enough to run fingers 
through, Mason thought. Cole’s cheekbones were 
prominent and his nose strong and sculpted. The lips that 
were now being chewed as he stared at the bruising that 
covered Mason’s chest and ribs were full and soft looking. 
Before he could stop himself, he asked, “Are you...I mean 
do you have Native American ancestors?” 


When Cole’s head jerked up as if to come back at him, 
Mason drew away. 


“Relax. I’m not gonna hurt you. I was just surprised you 
noticed. Yeah, I have Shawnee blood. Some of my distant 
relatives were from around here. This was a big area for 
the Shawnee at one time. Now, let’s see to you. While I put 
some medicine on your scratches and check out those ribs, 
how about you telling me about why Jason sent you to me?” 


“Jason said I could trust you to not freak out that I’m, uh, 
gay. He said you would listen to my story and help me 
figure out what to do. I know that he has emailed you a few 
times from over there, so you must be friends. I’m in real 
trouble, man, like life-and-death trouble.” Mason glanced 
over at Cole, trying to gauge his reaction to both the news 
that he was gay and that he needed major help. Cole gave 
nothing away. 

“Go on.” 


“I feel a little afraid. You don’t look very receptive. If you 
want me to just go my way, Illl get out of your hair.” Mason 
didn’t know what he’d expected, but the chilled expression 
on Cole’s face wasn’t it. 

“Sit still. I’m just a little surprised Jason told you that I 
was, uh...” Cole stopped, and Mason swore there was a 
blush on those tanned cheeks. 

“Hey, man, he didn’t say you were gay. He just said you 
wouldn’t be bothered by the fact that J was. Although I’d be 
a lot more comfortable if you were, you know, gay too.” 


“Why’s that?” Cole asked, one black brow raised. 


“Oh no. I’m not making a total fool of myself here. Tl just 
skip to the scary part of my story. Maybe we'll revisit this 
topic another time,” Mason said, watching Cole closely as 
he moved about putting stinky stuff on the cuts he cleaned 
up and began tenderly pushing on abused and aching ribs. 
He couldn’t hold in the gasp when Cole touched the ribs on 
his left side. Trying to jerk away from Cole, Mason hurt 
himself worse and his gasp turned into a yelp of pain. 


“Easy, be still. I think you took a sharp-toed boot right 
there. It’s a lot darker in that one spot. I need to be sure 
it’s not broken. If it is, we’ll need to take you in. There are 
problems that can come from ignoring broken ribs. I felt 
bad enough about not getting you to the hospital right 
away.” Cole was more careful now as he checked out the 
ribs in question. 


“T really don’t think they’re broken. They’re sore as hell, 
though. If you’ll tape them for me tonight, they’ll be fine. I 
need to tell you about those men and what happened.” 
Mason was getting really tired and wanted some rest. He 
knew he had to get this story out first. 


“Fine, for now. Can you stand and put your arms up 
enough for me to wrap this?” Cole asked and Mason stood 
to let Cole do as he needed. 


When all the doctoring was done and Cole had given 
Mason some generic pain killers with a bottle of water, 
Cole directed him back into the front room and pointed out 
the recliner for Mason to sit in. 


“T think you’d have a hard time getting off the couch. It’s 
pretty cushy.” 

“Thanks. Okay, here’s the story. It’s not a nice one and I 
don’t know how you can help, but I know I need someone to 
tell me what to do. I’m obviously not good at hiding from 
the bad guys, huh?” Mason joked, sort of. 


“Just tell me. Jason was right. I don’t care if you’re gay, 
and I’ll help you if I can. Jason Davenport is one of the best 
soldiers in the entire Army. There’s not a man who served 
under him who wouldn’t go to the wall for him. If I can do 
something for him, I’m happy to do it. We have good 
history,” Cole said, settling in. 
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What Cole didn’t tell Mason, yet, was that he was indeed, 
gay, and that Jason had known it. Not many people in his 
unit knew about him, because he certainly didn’t tell them, 
but somehow Jason was more in tune with things about the 
men who served under him. Could be that Cole never 
participated in the somewhat wild periods of down time 
that others took advantage of over there. War took its toll 
on people and Cole didn’t begrudge the other men any type 
of relief they could find. Girls just weren’t for him and he 
wasn’t going to fake it for appearance’s sake. 


Jason had known his secret and told him once that he was 
cool with it. He’d even confessed that he knew his younger 
brother was gay and he had been forced to wrap his head 
around it, because he would always be there for his 
brother. Cole remembered thinking then that it was a 
wonderful way to show support. Acceptance went a long 
way when a young person was trying to find himself and 
found that he wasn’t inclined to go the easy way. So that 
had all been about Mason, huh? 


“Hey. Where’d you go?” Mason asked intuitively. 


“Sorry. I was remembering Jase talking about you a few 
times. He loves you a lot,” Cole told Mason. 

“He’s the best, man. He’s all I’ve got left and I’m scared 
every day that he’s over there. I hate this,” Mason said. 
Cole knew he meant the war. 

“Yeah, Jase is career Army. I got out when I was done 
with my time. I did my bit and decided I’d help my fellow 


man a little closer to home. I came back here and after a 
few months lucked into the job as sheriff when the former 
one decided to retire. That’s been three years now. I like 
what I’m doing now.” 


“You’re good at it. I can tell. People look up to you and 
trust you. I saw that tonight. You have, I don’t know how to 
say it, but a good way with people. I’m going to need that. I 
guess Jason knew you'd be the right kind of person to help 
me.” Mason sounded like he was ready for the story now, so 
Cole encouraged him to get to it. 


“Tell me, Mason. How can I help you? First, how old are 
you?” Cole had to know that. He just had to. Because the 
more time he spent with Mason, the more he wanted to get 
close to the gray-eyed redhead. That hair! Man, he wanted 
his hands in it. Focus, Winters! 


“T’m twenty-six. I know I’m small and don’t look that old, 
but I took after my mom and Jason looks like my dad. I’m 
built nothing like him. Scrawny is the term, I believe.” 
Mason blushed as he described himself. Cole calculated 
and came up with six years difference in their ages. Mason 
just seemed younger, like he’d said, because he was 
smaller. 


“Slim and trim, wiry, compact are also good terms. Don’t 
put yourself down. Not many people are built like Jase 
Davenport. He’s one of a kind. Now tell me quickly, then 
we'll get to your story, what do you do for a living, Mason? I 
know your parents are gone.” 


“My uncle Bill owned a restaurant and both Jason and I 
worked there growing up. So I know more about that than 
anything else. My uncle’s not in good health right now. He 
had to sell the place and I’ve been working in this bar. I 
didn’t like it as much. I’m more into the cooking than the 
waiting tables. It wasn’t a bad bar. Actually, it was pretty 
liberal. There were both gays and straights there pretty 


regularly. That’s how I knew R-Robin.” Mason stopped and 
seemed distressed. 


“Tell me about it, okay? Seriously, you can tell me 
anything. You’re safe here.” 


Evidently that was all Mason needed, because the story 
just poured out of him. 


“Robin McClure was a guy who came to the bar a lot. He 
never drank much, but he seemed to need the company. He 
wasn’t a slut or anything, you know? He was nice. 
Sometimes he’d go home with somebody, but not often and 
he was careful.” Mason was staring at the floor, his right 
hand thrust through his hair, pulling on it as if he needed 
something to hold on to in order to get the words out. Cole 
had noticed that he spoke of Robin in the past tense. 


“He was just a sweet guy who was kind of lost. I was sort 
of a friend to him. I listened to him talk about how lonely he 
was and how after his parents kicked him out; life at the 
shelter was kind of scary. I wished I could help him more, 
but I was barely making ends meet. I, uh, didn’t let Jason 
know how bad it was. I was giving the money he sent home 
to Uncle Bill because of all his hospital bills and medicine. I 
had enough to get by on. Really, it was fine.” 


“It says a lot about you that you’d do that for your uncle. 
But, Mason, I’m sure Jason wouldn’t want you to be in 
need.” 


“I wasn’t. I told you, I was doing okay. I just didn’t have 
the luxuries. I don’t need ‘em. My uncle needed his meds. 
It’s that simple. Anyway, back to what happened. A few 
days ago Robin was acting really scared. He jumped at 
every noise and never took his eyes off the door when he 
was at the bar, and he was there a lot. Like maybe he was 
hiding there.” Mason took a deep breath, seeming to gear 
up for the next part. “The night it happened, uh, it was last 
Thursday night; I was keeping an eye on him because he 


was really jumpy. He asked me if he could talk to me after I 
got off work that night. I told him it wouldn’t be a problem 
and was even going to ask him if he’d like to stay at my 
place for a few nights.” 


“That was nice of you. Tell me, was he as pretty as you?” 
Cole almost swallowed his tongue as soon as the words 
were out of his mouth. “I’m sorry. I had no right to say 
something like that to you. Forget it, okay?” Cole was 
embarrassed. 


“Not likely,” Mason got a small smile from Cole, “but I'll 
let it go for now. Robin was pretty, yeah, much more than 
me, for sure. People were always hitting on him and 
wanting him to go with them, but he wasn’t really that 
interested. I think he’d been through a lot. Anyway, as soon 
as I finished cleaning up the place, we left together. We 
were standing on the sidewalk a few doors down from the 
bar. I’d just asked him if he’d like to go to a diner nearby 
for breakfast. It was about two in the morning.” Mason was 
wringing his hands now, sitting on the front edge of the 
chair with his elbows on his knees as he went back there in 
his mind. 


“We heard a car slowing down and when he looked over 
at it, his eyes got really big and he started backing away 
from me. He told me he had to go and we’d talk maybe 
tomorrow. The car moved on and it was like he started 
breathing again.” Mason too was breathing a little harder 
as he got further into the story. “But nothing I said would 
get him to tell me what had him so scared. He told me to go 
on and he’d be fine. We’d talk the next day. I begged him to 
come on home with me for the night at least, but he was 
adamant that he had to get back. Back to what, I don’t 
know, but I couldn’t drag him down the street, so I finally 
went on. I kept glancing back at him, though. I just felt like 
something was wrong.” 


“This is hard on you. I’m sorry. Do you want something to 
drink?” Cole asked, hoping to give Mason a chance to 
gather his strength. He just knew this story wasn’t going to 
have a happy ending. 


“Some water, if that’s okay?” Mason looked up at him as 
he headed into the kitchen. Cole got some ice and ran 
water into a glass for Mason. He wished he could just give 
the younger man a hug. Mason seemed like he needed it. 
The story he was telling was hurting him. 


“Here you go. Go on, get it over with.” Cole knew Mason 
had to finish the story to find out how he could help. He 
planted himself onto the sturdy coffee table covered with 
books and magazines about the ocean, the beach, and sea 
life. This way he was a lot closer to Mason. 


“T got to the end of the block and turned the corner. I’d 
only taken a few steps when I heard the car come back, 
squealing the tires again. I went back and peeked around 
the corner. Four men got out of the car and surrounded 
Robin. I could hear him saying, ‘Please, please don’t. I 
swear. Please!’ I don’t know what he meant, but it didn’t 
matter. They started beating him. It was like seconds. Four 
men can do a lot of damage to one little guy in seconds. 
They punched him and hit him with things, I don’t know 
what, but he went down and they kicked him.” Mason made 
jerking movements as he talked as if dodging punches 
himself. 


“Easy, you’re safe now,” Cole said. “I’m glad we pulled up 
before they hit you with anything other than their fists and 
feet.” 


“For real. I started around the corner to run over to them 
when one guy picked him up and another one swung a rod 
of some kind and hit him really hard in the back of the 
head. I saw stuff fly. It was gross and scary as hell. I pulled 
out my cell phone and dialed 911 and then I yelled out 


‘Police!’ They scattered and were back in that car and 
gone, squealing again before I could get anywhere near. I 
got to Robin, but there was no way he was alive. There was 
blood everywhere. His head was busted wide open, man. It 
wasn’t just blood on the street, you know?” Mason was 
shaking now, and there were tears in his eyes as he talked 
about it. 


Cole got up and stepped over to Mason, taking the glass 
from his hand and setting it on the table near the recliner. 
He helped Mason up and drew him over to the couch. When 
the time came, he’d help Mason get off the soft piece of 
furniture, but right now he felt like Mason needed to be 
close to someone. He hoped he was doing the right thing as 
he sat down and eased Mason down beside him. Taking 
Mason’s hand in his, he squeezed and then laced their 
fingers together, giving Mason something to cling to. 
Mason gazed at him with sadness and gratitude both in his 
eyes. 


“Go on. Finish it,” Cole encouraged him. 


“While I was kneeling there on the sidewalk with Robin, I 
heard the car coming back. I guess they went around the 
block and when no police showed up they were going to 
come back and make sure he was dead. They saw me, I saw 
them. It was an ‘Oh shit’ moment if ever there was one.” 
Mason squeezed back on Cole’s hand now. “I scrambled to 
my feet and ran for my life. I knew that area well since I 
walked to work and back every day. Plus, I’m fast on my 
feet. Sometimes being small is a good thing. I got away, but 
there was no way I could go back to work. I knew they’d be 
watching that street. They knew I’d seen them and could 
describe them.” 


“What did you do?” Cole asked. 


“I forgot to tell you that I’d managed to get out the name 
of the street and that a guy had been killed before I yelled 


‘police’ and then forgot the phone. I had it with me when I 
ran, but I didn’t want to keep it, for some reason. I don’t 
know, maybe I thought they could trace it or something and 
find me. I freaked. I wanted out of there. I made it home 
and woke up a neighbor that lets me use his computer to 
email back and forth to Jason sometimes. I get that you 
know him as Jase, but to me he’s Jason. This guy was pissed 
that I woke him up, but he let me in. I emailed Jason and 
told him everything in a long letter and begged the guy, uh, 
Tim, to let me know as soon as Jason answered back. I had 
asked Jason what to do. I always go to him when I need to 
know what to do. He’s my rock.” Mason’s hand was 
trembling in Cole’s and Cole turned and put his other over 
it to warm it, trying to calm Mason with a soothing touch. 


“Let me guess. Jase told you to get the hell out of Chicago 
and come to Deerville, Kentucky and find his friend, Sheriff 
Cole Winters. Smart man. I’m glad you did and you know 
I’ll help you. Do you know how they managed to follow you? 
‘Cause I’m guessing those guys that were trying to beat 
you to a pulp tonight were the same ones.” 


Mason tried to grin as he used Cole’s expression. “Smart 
man.” 


“How’d you get here from Chicago?” Cole was afraid he 
knew how a young man with little money traveled that far 
that fast. 


“I hitched. I went to a truck stop and found someone 
going from Chicago to Saint Louis. From there I found one 
that was going to Louisville and it took a while, but I finally 
found a guy who was coming close to here. You’re not 
really on the main drag for interstate trucking here, 
huh?”Mason asked. 


“You’re lucky you made it this far without getting hurt. 


I’m not going to lecture you on the hazards of hitching.” 
Cole shook his head. Man, Mason had been lucky. Most 


truckers he knew were great people, but there were always 
some who were, well, not. 


“I promised to help them either clean their trucks or 
other kind of work, but I know I was lucky. Stupid, but 
lucky. They must have followed me the whole way. I’m 
surprised they didn’t catch me in Louisville when it took a 
long time to find a ride coming this way. They caught up 
with me just a little while after I got out of the truck. I’d 
only been walking for a little bit when I heard a car. I 
turned around and it was them. I thought I was a dead 
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man. 


“Let me get this straight. You saw this murder, knew the 
victim, were seen by the perpetrators and followed here. 
Somewhere in there you emailed Jason and he told you I 
would help you. But you didn’t know they were following 
you. So what did you want me to do for you?” Cole ran one 
hand through his hair as he looked at Mason. He continued 
with his questions. “Now it becomes, hide you or protect 
you from them, but what was it before? Do you know why 
they killed this Robin guy? Do you even know who they 
are? Couldn’t you have gone to the police in Chicago? Why 
did Jason think I would be the best one to help way out 
here in west BF Kentucky?” 


Mason smiled at that and thought a minute before 
answering. “He trusts you. That’s the only reason I know of 
for sending me here. He worries about me being gay and 
not getting treated right because of it. I think maybe it’s 
because he’s seen some hard things happen to gays over 
there, which totally sucks, if you ask me. I mean, hell, if 
you’re man enough to go and fight and put up with all the 
crap that comes with it, why does it matter who you like to 
sleep with?” 

“Hey, you’re preaching to the choir. I was there, 
remember? I saw it, too. He kept my secret for me and I 
owe him. I'd help you just because he’s a good man and a 


great soldier, much less the fact that he helped me out over 
there. I wasn’t so lonely because he knew and he let me 
know it was okay. So, back to the problem at hand...” Cole 
liked how much Mason loved and respected his brother. 


“Okay, yeah, sorry. I know two of them. They’d been in 
the bar a couple of times and they were always looking for 
trouble. They seemed to target the weaker folks, not just 
gays, but anyone they thought they could intimidate. 
They’d pick a fight and try to get it taken outside. I know 
that Robin avoided them, but they tried to engage him a 
couple of times.” Mason stopped a second to think before 
going on. “Maybe they got to him outside of the bar and 
were after him for something. I don’t have any idea. He 
said he wanted to talk to me that night, remember? Maybe 
he wanted to tell me something about them, because when 
he saw them, he shut right up and I think he knew they 
were there for him. I wish I’d caught on then. It could be 
they wouldn’t have tried anything if there were two of us.” 


“Or maybe with four on two smaller guys it would have 
been a double homicide. Don’t second-guess yourself. You 
tried to help him and you did a good job getting here 
safely.” Cole needed to think for a few minutes. 


“Yeah, good job bringing murderers right here with me. 
Just what you need is my needing help with what to do 
about Robin’s murder, and now they’re here to kill me and 
who knows what havoc they'll get up to here? Man, I am so 
sorry.” Mason had resorted to running his hands through 
his own hair, like Cole had earlier. Cole watched him 
plunge his fingers into the thick mass of deep red silkiness 
and pull like he was trying to get a grip on something in his 
life. 


“Easy. It’s on them, not you, Mason. Don’t knock yourself 
for not expecting them to follow you. You said you got away 
from them, I wonder when they picked you back up. You 
don’t think like a thug. That’s not a bad thing. We’ll figure 


this out.” Cole reached over and patted Mason’s knee, 
withdrawing his hand before he could rub it more 
thoroughly as he wished to do. 


Mason looked at him fora moment and Cole thought for a 
second Mason was going to say something personal. He 
held his breath, but Mason let it go. 


Mason said, “Jason said he was going to email you about 
me. I take it he hasn’t yet.” 


Cole glanced up quickly and said, “I haven’t checked my 
email in a couple of days. Come on, let’s go see if there’s a 
message from him.” Cole didn’t stop to think that he was 
inviting Mason into his bedroom, but that was where his 
computer was set up. They headed into the room together. 


“Oh man, now I feel like I’m in the forest. You have 
serious mad skills with the decorating, dude. This is 
beautiful.” Mason’s sincerity was in his voice. He stood 
inside the room looking around and Cole was proud of the 
work he’d done in here. It was peaceful and calm and 
totally different from the rest of the house. 


“You think it’s a gay thing?” Cole teased. Mason snorted 
his disbelief in that theory. 


The walls were a deep green that was a perfect 
background for the large prints that he displayed on them. 
The bed was huge and covered in a green and brown cover 
with alternating large and small diagonal stripes. The 
pictures were of trees, landscapes, forests, and wildlife of 
the area. Mason took a moment to take it all in, then turned 
to Cole to say, “I’m really impressed. This is very cool.” 


“Thanks. Come on, the computer’s over here in the 
corner on this old desk. It was the principal’s desk at the 
local high school. I heard he was getting a new one from 
somebody and since I’d seen that desk a few times during 
my education career, I thought it’d be cool to have it.” Cole 


shared the story as he turned on the computer and they 
waited for it to boot up. 


“Troublemaker in your youth, were you?” Mason teased. 


“Not too much, but I tended to get into it a few times 
when I saw someone picking on others. I always had to 
stick my nose in and usually got it bloodied for my trouble, 
but I’ve never been able to stand by when something like 
that was going on. Just like I won’t stand by and let 
anything happen to you now. Here we go,” he said, sitting 
down and indicating another chair for Mason to pull over. 


Cole spent a few minutes deleting spam and checking for 
an email from Jason. As expected, he found it sent last 
Saturday. It had been more than a couple of days since he’d 
checked his emails. He opened the letter and with Mason 
reading by his side, he read what his friend Jason was 
asking of him. 


Cold Winters. That was your nickname over here. Everyone thought you 
were cold because you didn’t play like they did, didn’t make disparaging 
jokes about others or brag about sexual exploits like they did. So you were 
considered a cold person by some. | knew better. | saw how you took up for 
those who got picked on or were the butt of jokes. | saw how much you cared 
about everyone on the team, even the smart asses. | considered, no, still 
consider you a good friend. | Know I’m asking a lot of you now, but | need 
your help. Here’s the thing. 


My brother, Mason, the one I told you about? He’s in a world of trouble and 
he didn’t know what to do so | told him to come to you and you would help 
him. | wish | could be there for him, but I’ve got four more months here 
before | get a break. It’s hopeless for me, so I’m counting on you, Cole. He 
Saw a murder and knows a couple of the guys who were part of it. He would 
not be safe if he stayed in the area and | wanted him out of there. | knew you 
would take care of him for me and, being in law enforcement, maybe you 
could help him with what to do about the whole thing. | know he wants to do 
the right thing, but if he just goes back and tells the police what happened, 
how long will he live? Like these schmucks don’t have other friends that 
they'd sic on him. No, it needs to be through channels with him well out of it. 
Can you help me? Help Mason? 


“That answers one question for me,” Cole said. 
“What’s that?” Mason asked, peering over at Cole. 


“If you know a couple of the guys, they might know where 
you live, right? Or at least the area. They watched for you. 
They followed you. You can put the four of them in jail for 
murder. They’re not going to let you live if they can help it.” 


“The ones I know are Ronnie Skaggs and Bart... 
something. Ronnie sort of heads that gang. The other two I 
don’t know, but they’ve been together for a couple of years. 
I’ve heard about them for a while and I know that Robin 
was afraid for days before they killed him. Maybe he had 
something on them.” Mason looked at Cole to see what he 
thought of the idea. 


“That could very well be. Listen, you look like you’re 
about to fall asleep right there. How about I show you the 
guest room and let you clean up and go to bed. We’ll work 
on this tomorrow. After that, I’ll email Jase and let him 
know that he was right to send you to me. I’ll do my best to 
protect you and we'll figure this out.” Cole stood as he 
finished saying this, which put him right next to Mason. 


In a surprising move, Mason stepped closer and put his 
arms around Cole, hugging him. God, how long had it been 
since he’d had a hug from someone? He didn’t question it, 
though, putting his arms around Mason and hugging right 
back. Mason was vibrating with fatigue and leftover 
adrenaline. Cole was very careful with his hug, mindful of 
Mason’s ribs, but he let the man know he wasn’t averse to 
the idea of getting close to him. 


“Thank you very much. I’ve been freaked out for days, 
remembering Robin and what happened to him. I was 
afraid to go to the police, but I think about him lying there 
until they came and them not knowing anything about him 
or what happened. It’s not right!” Mason pulled back and 
glared up at Cole with wounded eyes, full of misery, anger, 
and maybe a little hope. 


“You're right. You’re not alone anymore, Mason. We'll 
make sure they pay for what they did to Robin. I’ll help you 
make sure of that. I can’t devote all my time to it, as you 
saw tonight. There’s a lot going on right now, but you’re 
going to be stuck to my side like glue from now on. We’ll 
keep the story simple and true. You’re the brother of one of 
my friends from the war and you’re in training to be a 
deputy. That will explain your being with me so much.” 
Cole stepped back, keeping a hand on Mason’s shoulder to 
steady him. 


“I can’t just live off you. I really need to find a job. I’m not 
gonna be a freeloader. That’s not what Jason wants. Surely 
there’s something I can do. I can cook. Maybe that lady 
that was there tonight needs another cook at her 
restaurant.” Mason seemed eager at the idea of doing his 
fair share. 


“Yeah, I’ll just let you work on Main Street. I’m sure 
that’ll make it hard for them to find you. I don’t think so. 
For the time being, you’re a guest. After we get them taken 
care of, you can work all you want to, at whatever you’d 
like, or whatever you can find. Now, bed for you.” Cole 
thought Mason was going to faint if he didn’t get some rest. 
Besides it being late, the man had been beaten earlier. 


“Thanks. I’m sorry if I embarrassed you before.” Mason 
looked down now. 


“What, the hug? Not at all. I liked it. I was actually 
thinking that I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been 
hugged, not counting little Kathy tonight.” Cole grinned at 
Mason. 


“You don’t have a guy?” Mason asked, looking like he was 
anxious about the answer. 

“Are you kidding? Deerville is smaller-than-small-town 
rural, Bible belt, and very conservative. I got this job 
basically because I was in the Army, I fought for my 


country, and I’m a man.” With the last, Cole smacked his 
chest in that he-man pose and Mason laughed, as he was 
supposed to do. 


“Okay, then. No gay bars, either, huh?” 


This time Cole snorted his answer and Mason laughed. “I 
was kidding. I’ll be cool and try to be a manly man so no 
one says anything about us being here together.” 


“Don’t you worry about it. I think I’m going to like having 
you here with me. I know I liked that hug. I’m the one 
who’s going to have to watch how he behaves.” Cole knew 
he was admitting his attraction with that. 


“Not on my account. You go ahead and act on any impulse 
you have, there, Sheriff Winters. I don’t think there’s 
anything cold about you.” Mason sounded sure in his offer. 


“You caught that, huh? Yeah, Cold Winters, that was me.” 


“Boy, were they wrong. Hot. That’s all I’m going to say 
before I embarrass myself further. Just, hot.” Mason put a 
finger on Cole’s chest and then jerked it back and made a 
sizzling noise, making Cole laugh out loud. 


“You need rest, man. Come on, I’ll show you.” Cole was 
secretly thrilled with Mason’s antics. Did Mason really 
think he was hot? ‘Cause God knows, Cole thought Mason 
could melt the polar ice caps. 


They turned to leave the bedroom and bumped shoulders 
as they did. They both glanced over and gave little 
chuckles, each a little embarrassed at what they’d admitted 
to each other, but neither willing to take any of it back. 
Cole decided the next few days would certainly not be 
boring. 


Chapter Four 


“So now what, Ronnie? That sheriff’s got him now. We 
can’t get our hands on him. If we’d only had a few more 
minutes, there’d be one more faggot off the planet and we 
wouldn’t have to worry about anything. What are we going 
to do now?” Bart Fanning asked his hero Ronnie Skaggs. 
Ronnie had headed up this group of like-minded men for a 
couple of years now and Bart thought he could do no 
wrong. He didn’t mind that Ronnie never actually got his 
hands bloody. Bart knew that Billy Johnson and Tony 
Carson felt the same way. They followed Ronnie like he was 
an elected leader. 


“It’s always easy to find the right kind of people to help 
us in any town. You just have to know where to look. TIl 
talk to the guy I saw earlier. I bet he’ll be able to help us. 
He seemed like he might think the right way. Like us, you 
know?” Ronnie asked, sneering. 


“You got it, Ronnie. You always know what to do. It’s an 
honor to be your lieutenant,” Bart said proudly. Ronnie had 
said that to him one time and he never forgot it. He liked 
being an officer in their small army against the perverts in 
the world. Ridding the country of loud queers, male 
hookers, drag queens, and even sweet little faggots was a 
calling. They’d racked up quite a number so far and never 
even been questioned. Ronnie was smart. 


They never targeted the same kind of weirdo twice in a 
row. That would make the police think seriously that there 
might be a group of serial killers on the loose. Bart 
chuckled. There is! But the four of them were too smart to 


get caught. This was the first time they’d had a problem 
they had to take care of in order to stay out of the way of 
the cops. Ronnie would figure this one out too and they 
could get back to their crusade. They’d talked about it and 
they all agreed that what they were doing was a good 
thing, for the betterment of mankind. Bart sighed. It felt 
good to be on the right side, to be doing the world good. 


“Tony, you and Billy go to the grocery and get us some 
food, easy stuff. We’ll see how long we'll be here before we 
buy a lot. We’ll need money if we’re going to stay very long. 
That won’t be a problem. Bart, you take the car and check 
around outside of town and see if you can find us a place to 
stay that won’t draw attention to us. It’ll need to be empty, 
maybe some place that people abandoned and no one goes 
around anymore. Look for something like that and meet 
back here in two hours.” 


Bart would rather have been on grocery detail, but he 
took his position as second-in-command seriously. He knew 
his job was more important. It took him the better part of 
an hour and he wasted a lot of gas, but he thought he’d 
found just what Ronnie was looking for. 


On a road that led out of town, opposite from the way 
they’d come in, Bart found an old house that was set way 
back from the road. You really couldn’t see it when you 
drove by, but just for a second, on a curve before the road 
leading to it, you could get a glimpse of the rundown place 
through a break in the trees. 


Bart drove up the overgrown drive with trepidation. He 
didn’t like it out here in the boonies. He had the window 
down and he thought it was really weird that there wasn’t 
any noise out here. He didn’t want to get out of the car, but 
knew he’d have to have good information for Ronnie. 


Stepping out carefully, eyes open for snakes, Bart made 
his way to the house, stepping gingerly on the old wooden 


steps. Moving from window to window on the long front 
porch, he peered in as well as he could through the grimy 
panes. It was deserted. There were a few pieces of 
furniture left over, but he doubted if they were any good. 
The amount of dust on everything told the story of how 
long it had been abandoned. Ronnie would think it was 
perfect. 


Bart headed back to town, proud of his accomplishment. 
They’d need something to cook on and some sleeping bags, 
something to clean the worst of the mess out with, and they 
should be set. Oh, a cooler to keep the beer in too. He 
worked on his mental list for Ronnie, eager to show him 
how much he’d accomplished. 


When he returned to the appointed spot, he saw he was 
the last to arrive. Ronnie was talking to two big men who 
looked like brothers. Man, they were big! He pulled up and 
turned off the car, stepping out to grin at Ronnie. 


“Good news, boss. Found what you’re looking for. We’ll 
need some supplies, though.” Bart stood tall as he gave his 
positive report. 


“Good. Bart, this is Ace and Donnell Hawkins. We’ve been 
talking and I believe we’ve found a couple of men who 
think like we do. As long as we're here, at least, they’re 
going to be part of our crew. Guys, this is my second, Bart 
Fanning.” Ronnie indicated Bart as he stood beside them. 
“He’s found us a place to stay, off the radar, so to speak, 
until we can take care of our current problem. We might 
even do a little back-and-forth. There’s someone here that 
we might help them with giving a little lesson to in how 
things should be.” Ronnie didn’t ask if he and the others 
wanted to include the two brothers. Ronnie didn’t have to 
ask. He was the boss, the brains of their crew, so the others 
just fell in line. 


“Yes sir. Are they going to be staying with us out there, or 
meeting up with us when we...you know?” Bart didn’t know 
how much Ronnie had told the Hawkins brothers. 


“They won’t be staying with us, but they’ll spend time 
with us and help out with our plans. We’re not in our space 
here and they can tell us the best time and place to do our 
thing with the man in question. All I know right now is he’s 
probably with the sheriff.” Ronnie sneered and looked at 
Ace Hawkins to ask, “What can you tell me about the local 
law here?” 


“It’s a joke, man. They got four deputies and an old guy 
on the radio, plus the sheriff. His name’s Cole Winters and 
he’s ex-Army. Mr. Goody Two Shoes. He’s so fuckin’ sweet 
he makes my teeth ache. He’s always got something to say 
about how people should be treated.” Ace sounded like he 
might have been reprimanded about the subject. 


“He going to be a problem? Can we get our job done and 
get out of town without worrying about him, is what I 
mean? Is he incompetent or just too nice to be believed?” 
Ronnie asked. 


“There’s not a lot of crime around here, so he really 
hasn’t been tested that much, so I can’t tell you how he’d 
react. He’s all about helping little old ladies and slapping 
good folks on the back and asking how they’re doing. You’d 
think he was running for something. He don’t like us none 
at all.” Ace looked at his brother and they laughed. 


“Yeah? Why’s that?” Ronnie asked, glancing back and 
forth between them. 

“He’s got a thing for this black bitch that runs the diner 
in town. He’s there first thing every morning and back and 
forth all day. Besides being a nigger, she’s just too uppity 
for her own good. She talks down to us, like she’s better’n 
us. I mean, can you believe it? We do her a favor just 
walkin’ in her place to eat and she treats us like we’re 


scum. She needs a lesson and I done told her she better 
watch herself.” Ace’s voice grew more and more venomous 
as he talked, his hate for the woman clear. 


Bart wondered how Ronnie felt about going after a 
woman. They’d never targeted a female before. He’d wait 
and see what Ronnie said. It didn’t matter to him, really, 
whatever Ronnie wanted them to do. He wondered if she’d 
fight like the men did, though. The screams and begging 
were the best part as far as Bart was concerned. The four 
of them never spoke or made a sound when they did their 
thing, sort of like a task. Taking out the garbage was how 
they thought of it. They knew to not say anyone’s name and 
they’d about gotten the job down to a quick efficient no- 
nonsense clean up. The four of them walked away from 
their victims, brushing their hands off and just barely 
refraining from patting themselves on the back for a job 
well done. 


They were after this guy, Mason, because he’d seen them. 
Bart didn’t know if he was one of those queers or not, but 
he knew that other one, so he probably was. They’d only 
seen Mason working in the bar. If he hadn’t been in the 
wrong place at the wrong time, he might have gotten out of 
this life alive. He chuckled at himself. Nobody got out of 
this life alive. Some just went out squealing and crying like 
the sissies they were. Now he shuddered as he thought 
about the weirdos they’d dealt with. What was it with 
people that they had to be so depraved? His daddy would 
be proud of him for the work he did with Ronnie and the 
others. His daddy had hated queers too. 


For a couple of hours they drove around with the big men 
taking up a lot of space in the car, while the Hawkins 
showed them where things were in town. They saw the 
Daily Diner where the black bitch worked, the sheriff’s 
office and jail, and things like groceries, laundry, and gas 
stations. The Hawkins had a nice-looking truck that they’d 


worked on in their filthy garage on the edge of town. Bart 
heard Ronnie ask them about the car. 


“Any way we can either get another ride or change this 
one enough to avoid the law around here? Sheriff got a 
good look at this the other night. We need a new license 
and...” 


“How about we paint it, change the license, and maybe 
replace that dented bumper for you? We’ll do that in 
exchange for you helping us with the woman. Fair trade, as 
far as I’m concerned,” Ace said. Donnell nodded in 
agreement. Donnell didn’t say much. He followed Ace 
pretty much like they all followed Ronnie. 


Ronnie approved of Bart’s list of items they would need 
for the old farmhouse. Bart didn’t know where Ronnie got 
his money, but he always had a roll on him. Ronnie peeled 
off enough cash for all the items on the list and sent Bart 
off with Tony and Billy to get everything they’d need to get 
the place set up. 


When he told them where it was, Ace told them that it 
would be a good spot for them since no one ever went out 
there anymore. The old couple, the Jacksons, who'd lived 
there died a long time ago and had no relatives. They could 
park in the back and no one would ever know they were 
there. 


Ronnie and the two brothers were going to do some 
checking around to find out what was happening with the 
sheriff and their target, Mason. Bart would be glad to get 
out of this podunk town in the middle of nowhere. How did 
people live out here with nothing around and nothing to 
do? He was much more comfortable in the city. He knew his 
way around there. Ronnie would get them back to 
civilization soon. 


When they met up again it was getting really late. Ronnie 
decided that they’d go out to the place and get set up. They 


had a couple of lanterns for light and they could work on 
cleaning it enough for them to sleep in tonight. Tomorrow, 
they’d go to the Hawkins’ garage and work on changing the 
car enough to still use it. 


Bart didn’t know what Ronnie had found out about the 
Mason guy, but he’d find out later. If they were lucky, they’d 
be out of here in a couple of days. From what the brothers 
said, the law here was slack, so they shouldn’t have a 
problem. They’d catch this Mason guy alone and take care 
of him and be gone. Bart was looking forward to a cold 
beer and a good night’s sleep. Things would be better 
tomorrow. 

2K XK XK OX* 


Cole listened to the shower running in the other room 
and composed his email to Jason. 


Jase, hey. | should check my emails more often. If | had, | would have been 
on the lookout for Mason. As it was, | came upon four men beating another 
on the side of the road while on another call. They fled as | approached and | 
deemed it more important to check on the victim than to give pursuit (which 
| couldn’t do anyway as | had a young lady in the car who | was delivering to 
a job). | checked out the young man and found that he was okay to 
accompany me on my first mission, though his ribs are at least bruised. | 
couldn’t understand his words about being where he was supposed to be and 
that Jason would be upset that he’d brought trouble with him. | kept thinking 
‘Jason who?’ It wasn’t until | brought Mason home and got the whole story 
out of him that | realized the Jason was my former captain, Jase. 


Your brother is a lot better-looking than you are, by the way. Right now 
he’s in the shower in my guest room. I think this is the best place for him. I'll 
have to find out more about these men. | know Mason’s story and | know he 
wants justice for his friend, Robin, but the most important thing is protecting 
him from these men. | think if I'd been by there just a few minutes later this 
would be a much different email. 


Relax. | got your back here. He’s safe for now and l'Il do my best to take 
care of him. I’m trying to decide what the best plan for him is. | don’t want to 
leave him at my house as they won’t have any trouble finding out where | 
live and that would leave him vulnerable. | think I’m going to put it out that 
he’s in as a deputy so he can accompany me and | can keep him close at all 
times. It’s the best | can come up with right now. 


l'Il let you know what happens as we go along. Hope you’re staying safe 
and well over there. My prayers are for your safe return and an end to this 
damn war. Cole...not Cold...Winters. 


Just as Cole hit send he heard a sound behind him and 
there stood Mason with a towel around his waist, his hair 
wet and shiny, and holding the tape that Cole had wrapped 
around his ribs earlier. 


“Um, I’m sorry, but would you help me? It felt a little 
better with them bound up some. Thank you for this, by the 
way. I know it’s an imposition, but I didn’t...” 


Cole broke in and said, “Stop right there, Mason. I’d do 
this for anybody, okay? The fact that I know your brother 
and look up to him, consider him a friend, well, that only 
means you'll get extra special care. I believe in helping 
people, and right now you need it and I can provide it. I 
heard a lot about you, you know,” Cole said as he got up to 
go to Mason. 


He almost said, “Damn, you smell good!” He just 
managed to stop the words, but he did feel them. Cole 
expected Mason to smell like he did, since Mason had just 
showered with the same kind of soap and shampoo that he 
used, but there was something extra there. Something that 
was uniquely Mason and it had Cole thinking things he 
should not be entertaining. He forced himself to shake it 
off. 


“Man, they really did a number on you. It’s clear they 
meant business. You said you knew two of them?” Cole 
asked as he wrapped the tape around Mason’s ribs again, 
making sure it would help, but not be too tight. 


“Yeah, they’d been in the bar a few times and I heard 
someone say they were rough characters. The main one is 
Ronnie Skaggs and the other one that I heard about was 
Bart something. It was some kind of movie star’s name.” 
Mason frowned as he tried to think of the elusive last 


name. “Fanning, that’s it. I don’t know the other two at all. 
Thanks, Sheriff.” 


“Oh come on. Call me Cole.” 
“Not Cold?” Mason teased. 


“Not at all.” Especially now. “I see lots of bruises, but are 
there any others that I don’t know about? Is there anything 
you need help with? You’re blushing, Mason. What is it?” 
Cole thought Mason looked adorable with the pink tinge to 
his cheeks. 


“Hush. I’ve got a huge black bruise on my hip,” Mason 
said, pointing to his hip on the same side as the worst of 
the rib damage. 


“Show me.” 


Mason’s eyes got big and he hesitated, but turned and 
pulled the bottom of the towel up just enough to show Cole 
the huge dark bruise that covered the top of his thigh and 
up onto his buttock. It covered the hip joint and Cole 
thought it was a wonder Mason could walk without limping. 


“That looks bad. Do you have full range of motion with it? 
It could have damaged your hip joint, from the looks of it. 
Are you sure it’s okay? You don’t need to go to the 
hospital?” Cole found he hated the idea of Mason in pain. 


“T’m sure. It’s sore as hell and will probably hurt worse 
tomorrow, but I think Pl live. Listen, I don’t have anything 
to put on and I was wondering...” Mason seemed 
embarrassed as he asked for more help. 


“Say no more. I’ve got sweats you can wear tonight and 
tomorrow we'll see if we can get you outfitted. Here, let me 
get you something.” Cole went to his chest and found a pair 
of sweats and asked if Mason needed a shirt for sleeping. 

“Nah, I don’t usually sleep in anything. I just...” Mason 
stopped again, clearly embarrassed at admitting he slept 
nude. 


“Relax. I don’t, either. You can wear these around here.” 
As Cole handed the navy sweatpants to Mason, their hands 
touched and Cole could swear he felt static or something 
electric go right up his arm. 


Just then Mason’s stomach growled loudly and he shook 
his head, red-faced yet again. 


“I seem to be doing nothing but embarrassing myself with 
you.” 


Cole stepped up and put one hand on Mason’s shoulder, 
his thumb moving back and forth over a collarbone, 
“Because you're hungry? Come on, let’s go see what we 
can stir up. What’s comfort food for you?” Cole asked, 
trying to ease Mason’s chagrin. 


“Grilled cheese and tomato soup.” Mason’s answer was 
quick and true. 


“You're in luck. Those are both things that I have on hand 
and can cook. Meet you in the kitchen,” Cole said. 


While Cole was working on the food for Mason and 
making himself some too, he had to step around Festus who 
was begging for attention. He heard Mason come in and 
Festus went over to him and sniffed. Mason patted his legs 
and Festus jumped into his lap, whining his happiness. 
Mason lavished him with scratches and pets and rubs until 
Festus was a melting blob in Mason’s lap. 


“What’s yours?” Mason asked. 
“Beg your pardon?” Cole must have missed something. 


“What’s your comfort food?” Mason asked, his hand 
absently sliding from the top of Festus’ head to the tip of 
his tail. 


“Oh. Mmm, a well-made tuna casserole, mac and cheese, 
macaroni and tomatoes.” 


“Like pasta, do you?” Mason teased. 
“Yep. You?” Cole shot back. 


“Oh yeah. Love it in any form. Can I help? I’m sorry, I 
should have offered before now.” 


“Ha! You’re helping by keeping that one out from under 
my feet. He craves attention and you’re becoming his 
second favorite person. I’ve got this under control. Tell me 
about before what happened in Chicago. What was your life 
like?” Cole wasn’t just making conversation. His interest 
was real. 


“It wasn’t all that exciting. I worked and I slept. I used to 
work for my uncle in his restaurant like I said and I liked 
that. He was teaching me and I really took to it. I can cook 
quite a few pasta dishes,” Mason teased, smiling over at 
Cole, who was placing dishes on the table. 


“T'd be happy to let you prove that.” Cole really would. 


“After he got sick and had to sell the restaurant, I gota 
job at this bar. It was okay. The boss was nice and it was 
clean and not sleazy. It was a pretty popular place. I waited 
tables, serving drinks and the few appetizers we offered. I 
helped in pretty much all areas except behind the bar. I 
know nothing about mixing drinks. I don’t drink, so I stayed 
away from that. I was really beginning to think about 
finding something else. I was in a rut, not depressed, but 
not happy, either. I just needed something to do to get by.” 
Mason seemed a little contemplative as he ate with one 
hand while Festus lay still on his lap. 


“Festus, get down and let the man eat,” Cole said, 
snapping his fingers, and Festus jumped down and sat on 
the floor between them, his head going back and forth like 
he was at a tennis match. Both men chuckled at him. 

“What would you most like to do if you could do anything 
at all, your dream job?” Cole asked. 

“Cook professionally. Not like a fancy cook or a ritzy 
restaurant. I just like to cook for people and see them enjoy 
food that I prepared. It’s kind of a turn on. I’ll cook for you 


while I’m here and be glad to do it,” Mason offered, 
blushing again. Cole wondered why. Then figured it was 
because he’d said cooking turned him on and then he’d 
offered to cook for him. Hmm... 


“TIl be glad to let you. You make a list and I’ll get you 
what you need and we'll both be thrilled with the plan. I 
told Jason that I would put it out and about that you’re 
training to be a deputy and that will explain why you’re 
always with me. I can’t just leave you here, Mason. It won’t 
take much at all for those men to find out where I live and I 
don’t want you here alone with no protection. I think you’ll 
be safe with me. That okay with you?” Cole asked. 


“Whatever you say. I’m the one with my hand out, hoping 
for help here. Are you going to find them, and what 
happens if you do? Can you arrest them for what they did 
in Chicago or does it have to go through channels?” 


“I can certainly arrest them for what they did to you here. 
As a matter of fact, I should take some photos of your 
injuries. You’ll have to make a statement. We’ll take care of 
that in a little while, then you should get some sleep. No 
one has to know that it wasn’t all done at the station. We’ll 
have an early start tomorrow. Let’s finish this and I’ll clean 
up a little in here. I’ve got the camera in the car. Oh crap!” 


“What?” Mason asked, head jerking up at Cole’s 
exclamation. 


“T’ve got to go clean out the back of the car. Karen 
Bonner bled all over it on the way to the hospital. It slipped 
my mind. The longer I wait, the worse it will be. I’ll get the 
camera, shoot some of your injuries, take a statement, then 
I’ll go out and get that done while you head for bed. You 
need as much rest as you can get with all you’ve been 
through.” Cole finished his last bite of soup and stood to 
carry the dishes to the sink. 


Mason got up and followed him with his, saying, “You go 
on out and get the camera, and Ill have these done in no 
time. I’m a professional at this too. Believe me.” 


“You shouldn’t be doing this,” Cole tried to say. 


“Go on now, this won’t take me but a few minutes. Ill feel 
better if I do something in return for all you’re doing for 
me.” Mason already had the water running, soap in, and 
was ready to begin. 


Cole gave him that small dignity and went to get the 
camera they kept in the car for just this kind of thing. He 
gathered the forms he’d need to take Mason’s statement 
and hurried back inside, knowing that Mason had to be 
hurting and needing rest. 


Pictures taken, statement given, kitchen clean, Cole put 
all his items on the table and gathered the things he’d need 
to clean the inside of the car. This was nothing new to him. 
Most of the time, it was vomit from drunks that he had to 
clean. Before he went back out, he went in search of 
Mason. He knocked on the door of Mason’s room, lightly. 


“Come in.” 


Cole opened the door and glanced in to make sure Mason 
didn’t need anything. Mason was standing by the bed and 
was turned to face the door, but he looked a little lost. 


“What is it?” Cole asked, walking in to stand near Mason. 


“T think I’m crashing. I’ve been so scared for so long and 
adrenaline has kept me going and hitching and hiding and 
running and then getting beat up and then saved by you 
and following you around and then coming here and feeling 
safe for the first time and I think it’s all just now hitting me 
that I might have been killed earlier tonight if it wasn’t for 
you coming along and...”Cole thought Mason would have 
continued the world’s longest sentence if he hadn’t 
interrupted. 


“Hey. It’s okay, expected, even. Anything I can do?” Cole 
asked, knowing what he’d like to do. 


Mason’s face was a study in need, exhaustion, and 
indecision. Cole thought he knew what Mason needed and 
it was within his power to grant it. He hoped he was right. 


“Come here. This is just between us, but I think you need 
a hug. There’s nothing like the touch of someone who cares 
about you to help fix what’s wrong.” Cole didn’t go any 
further in his preaching. He just took that last step and 
very gingerly took Mason into his arms. 


Mason shook at the first touch, but he put his arms 
around Cole’s waist and held on. He dropped his head to 
Cole’s shoulder and sighed brokenly, unable to get a good 
deep breath because of his ribs. Cole smoothed his hands 
over Mason’s back in a steady gentle rhythm. This wasn’t 
sexual. This was just what he’d said, human touch, caring. 
Cole murmured nonsense into Mason’s ear as he stood 
there, sharing his strength with the battered, tired, scared 
young man. 


“Thank you,” Mason whispered. 


“Shh,” Cole whispered back, turning his head and placing 
a soft kiss on Mason’s temple. 


Nothing more was said as Cole eased away from him and 
reached to pull the cover back. He watched as Mason 
slipped down onto the bed, wincing as his ribs protested. 
Cole left and came back with a couple of extra pillows and 
placed them on the other side of Mason so he had 
something soft to relax against. Mason reached up and took 
hold of Cole’s hand for a second and squeezed it, then 
closed his eyes. 

Cole left the room and closed the door. He leaned on the 
wall for a moment and thought about Mason. Careful, 
there, you're about to fall and that would not be the best 


idea. I don’t think Captain Davenport sent his brother to 
you to have him end up in your bed. 


Cole went out to the car and began his task. When he 
finished, he took the camera and forms back out so he’d be 
ready for tomorrow. He was restless and was afraid sleep 
would be elusive, but found that once he made it back to 
his room, showered quickly, and hit the sheets, he was out 
before he could worry about tomorrow. 


Chapter Five 


As Cole and Mason, in borrowed clothes, drove through 
the early morning hour, heading to town, they talked 
quietly about some of the townspeople and what a normal 
day was for Cole. 


Suddenly, Mason gasped and Cole looked over. Mason 
pointed and on the edge of the road ahead stood a deer. 
Cole could see a couple more behind her. He slowed and 
watched Mason’s eyes as he switched his gaze back and 
forth from the wildlife to Cole as if he’d seen magic. 


“First time you’ve seen a deer?” Cole asked, smiling. 


“This close. She’s beautiful. Oh look, there’s more. That’s 
so cool. What else am I likely to see around here?” Mason 
asked. 


“Opossum, raccoon, groundhog, snakes, coyote 
sometimes, eagles...” 


“Eagles? Like bald eagles? Really? I’d love to see one.” 
Mason sounded really excited. 


“I think I can promise that. I know where there’s a nest. 
Remind me later and if we have time we'll run out there. 
I’ve got to check on Mrs. Bonner this morning. I need to 
see how things are going out at their house too, since I was 
instrumental in setting that up. I hope Dodge didn’t go off 
on the good people who are helping him out.” Cole knew 
that was only a hope. 


“Do you have a lot of racial problems here?” Mason 
asked. 


“Not too much, but I hate any kind of prejudice. Dodge is 
his own brand of idiot. He feels superior to women, as 
evidenced by the way he treats his wife, and though he 
doesn’t campaign against blacks, he certainly doesn’t 
mingle with them. Except now he has several in his house 
taking care of his children. He’s got to be hating that.” Cole 
couldn’t help his secret glee that Dodge couldn’t do 
anything about the situation since he couldn’t care for 
them and had no real friends who would step up. “I wonder 
how he’ll get along with Karen’s dad. I hear he’s coming in 
today.” 


“People are weird, aren’t they?” Mason asked, not 
knowing how profound the statement was. 


When they got to the diner where Cole was taking Mason 
for breakfast, they found two plates on the counter waiting 
for them. Cole’s coffee was steaming and there was orange 
juice beside Mason’s plate. 


Mason’s stomach growled and Cole laughed. “You’re 
going to fit right in here.” 


“Now who’s growling at me this early morning? Cole, was 
that you?” Judieanne asked as she stepped out of the 
kitchen doorway and went to the coffee pot. “Mason, is it? I 
didn’t know if you wanted coffee or not, so I went with the 
juice.” Cole could tell she was schooling her face to not 
show any reaction to the colorful bruising on Mason’s face. 


“Juice is fine, Miss Judieanne. This looks and smells 
delicious. When things settle down, if you ever need any 
help, well, I’ve worked in a restaurant and can do most 
anything, including cooking. I’d love to help out,” Mason 
said, sounding eager, before he started in on his breakfast. 


“For you information, Judieanne, it was Mason growling 
at you this time. Though I admit, his just drowned mine out. 
This is great. What can you tell me about the Bonner family 
situation?” Cole asked, digging in to his own meal. 


“You should have seen the look on Dodge Bonner’s face 
when he got home and found Marshall, Sissy, and me in his 
house. Marshall explained that Sissy was going to be 
staying there to take care of the children and that there 
would be someone with her each night. We’re not leaving 
her out there with him and his attitude.” 


“I’m sure that’s a good idea. I don’t want him saying 
anything to hurt Sissy’s feelings.” 


Judieanne’s face looked like she’d just licked a green 
persimmon. “You could tell he was dying to go on a rant 
about us taking over his house, but one of the youngest 
twins started crying and I asked him if he’d like to take 
care of her himself. His eyes nearly bugged out of his head 
and he took a step back like he was heading for the door. 
He kept his mouth shut, except for asking if there was 
anything to eat.” Judieanne shook her head at the memory 
of the man’s lack of care and consideration for his family. 


“I don’t even have to ask if he told you anything about 
Karen’s condition, or if he asked about any of his children. I 
think in that household they all take a backseat to his needs 
and desires. He’s a throwback to the caveman if I ever saw 
one.” Cole didn’t bother hiding his contempt for the man. 


“This was good, Miss Judieanne. Thanks for fixing it for 
me. Can I do the dishes for you?” Mason spoke up into the 
silence. 


“Two things, Mason. I don’t know how old you are, but 
you’re not a kid, so you don’t have to call me Miss 
Judieanne. Drop the miss. Second, Cole is shaking his head, 
so I’m thinking you won’t be doing dishes today. When 
whatever you’re going through is finished, come see me. I 
might be able to use some help.” She put her fist out for 
the fist bump like the president and his wife did, and 
Mason met it with his and they laughed together. 


“Judieanne, I need to let you in on some of Mason’s story. 
You’re here in the middle of town and likely to see everyone 
at one time or another. There are some bad characters in 
town and you need to be aware of them and avoid any kind 
of altercation with them if you can.” Cole went on to tell 
her what Mason saw, how he got to Deerville, how Cole had 
found him, and that he was going to use the ruse of Mason 
being a rookie to explain why he was going to be 
shadowing him. 


“Wow, Mason. You’ve had a bad few days. I’m so sorry. I 
hope you weren’t hurt too badly last night.” 


“No, ma’am, it’s just my ribs that hurt the most. I’ll be all 
right. Cole taped them for me. I don’t know what will 
happen, but these men are killers and they are set on 
making me next because I saw them. Like Cole said, you be 
careful.” Mason seemed to have made a new friend, one he 
seemed to care about. 


“I will. I’ll let you know if I see them. I’m going to go back 
out to the Bonners’ tonight after I close up. I’ve already got 
a Sign out that I’m closing early, right after supper. Sissy is 
wonderful with those babies, and is also a great 
housekeeper, but I’m sure Marshall has better things to do 
and could use the time off from diaper duty.” Judieanne 
grinned as she said that last. 


“I need to bring him up to speed today, and I’ll do that as 
soon as I get to the office. Are the ladies going back out 
during the day?” Cole hoped they were, since he’d really 
like Marshall in on this. 


“Yes, every day until Mrs. Bonner comes home. Are you 
going to see her today?” Judieanne asked as she gathered 
their dishes and walked back to the kitchen. 

“Yes, we'll stop by there later,” Cole said, talking to her 
through the window in the wall to the kitchen. “If you need 
anything you call me, okay?” 


“Yes sir, I will. You all be careful. How’s the sweet puppy 
with the horrible name?” she teased. 


“Festus is fine and there’s nothing wrong with his name. 
You stop it, now. Mason is staying with me. I told his 
brother I would protect him and get to the bottom of this. 
Festus is happy to have someone else giving him the 
attention he thinks he deserves.” Cole and Mason were 
headed for the door. Cole wondered what new catastrophe 
today would bring. He was determined to keep Mason safe, 
for Jason and, he was beginning to think, for himself too. 


At the office, Cole introduced Mason to Brad Dickson, 
Sully James, and the dispatcher, Frank Grayson. He told 
Mason to look around and ask questions as he wanted. He 
explained the story to the deputies in case anyone asked 
about Mason’s presence. They were to tell anyone who 
asked that Mason was training with him. Cole went into his 
office to make some phone calls. 


He found that Karen Bonner had a restless night and that 
Dodge had not been in to see her this morning. She was 
going to be okay, according to the nurse on duty, but the 
doctor said she’d be in for at least four more days. Ina 
little while, he’d grab Mason and they’d go out to the 
Bonner place. 


Calling Mason into his office, he asked him to sit for a 
minute after closing the door. 


“I’m going to call the Chicago police. I need to know 
exactly where this happened so I can get the precinct that 
would be handling the case. We need to get this situation 
taken care of as soon as possible. Some help would be 
welcome. I’m sure they’ll be interested in a statement from 


yy 


you. 
“Cole, will I be in trouble for leaving?” Mason asked. 


“No, I don’t think so. You didn’t do anything wrong. Let’s 
just see what happens. I got your back,” Cole said, nodding 


at Mason. 


“Thanks.” Mason told Cole the name of the street the bar 
was on, where he and Robin had been standing right before 
he died. No, before he was murdered. Mason got up and 
came around the desk, and together they researched which 
precinct covered that area. Getting that number, Cole 
picked up the desk phone to call. When Mason started to 
return to his seat across the desk, Cole grabbed his wrist 
and held him there. Mason stayed, sitting on the desk, right 
by Cole’s chair. 


Cole identified himself and told the person who answered 
that he had information concerning a homicide case in their 
jurisdiction. He asked to speak to the officers who were in 
charge of the Robin McClure murder. In a very short time, 
he got the right officers. 


“Hello, Detective Garvin. This is Weston County Sheriff 
Cole Mason from Deerville, Kentucky. It’s a small town in 
western Kentucky. If you’ll allow me a few minutes, I’ll 
explain how I can help you and how I hope you can help 
me. My friend and former captain in the Army, after getting 
a distressed message from his younger brother, sent him to 
me for help. That’s how I got into the picture. Mason 
Davenport is here with me now.” Cole had never released 
Mason’s wrist and found that his thumb was moving back 
and forth across it. He didn’t know if he was caressing or 
calming Mason, but he didn’t stop. 


Cole told them as clearly as he could. “Mason is from 
Chicago and was talking to a friend, Robin McClure, last 
Thursday night and had just left him when he heard noises 
behind him. He came back in time to see four men beating 
Robin. He phoned for help and then yelled, ‘Police!’ loudly. 
He watched as they all scrambled back into their car after 
hitting Robin with some kind of pipe. They peeled out, 
Mason went to Robin, and found him dead. He heard the 
car returning and got up. The men in the car saw him and 


he got a good look at them. He knows two of them by name. 
Since he knows the area well, he was able to get away. He 
was scared and sent an email to his brother in Afghanistan, 
who sent him to me for protection. I intend to provide 
that.” 


Cole listened for a moment, and then replied to a 
question from the detective. “The problem we have is that 
the men in question managed to follow Mason as he 
hitched rides with truckers all the way here. I came upon a 
scene similar to the one that Mason saw. Four men were 
beating another. This time it was Mason on the receiving 
end. When I came up they left and I was unable to give 
chase. Mason was injured, but nothing life-threatening. 
Trust me, though, that was just because I drove up when I 
did. They were serious about killing him.” 


Mason turned his hand so that he was grasping Cole’s. 
Mason ’s fingers threaded through Cole’s and he held on as 
he listened to the one-sided conversation. Cole squeezed 
back, hoping to give him comfort. Again Cole listened as 
the other officer spoke. He replied, “Right now I’ve got four 
killers loose in my small town, looking to kill someone that 
I’ve come to care about. I’m responsible for Mason and 
we’re putting the word out that he’s training as a deputy so 
he can stay with me. I don’t know what to expect. You guys 
got any ideas?” 

Cole was really multi-tasking well. He wanted to pull 
Mason down into his lap. He couldn’t believe that Mason 
had turned his hand over and held on to his. While inside 
he was thrilled that Mason was responding to him, he was 
also paying attention to Detective Garvin. Sitting up 
straighter, Cole pulled his hand free and reached for a pen. 
Mason made a movement as if to leave, but Cole touched 
his leg, holding him there on the desk. 


The detectives asked to speak to Mason. Mason was 
startled when he took the phone Cole held out to him. His 


voice shaky, he answered and listened as Detective Garvin 
spoke to him. Cole sat quietly now, listening to Mason 
answer questions from the Chicago detective. He knew that 
Mason’s unofficial statement would go a long way in 
getting authorization to go out of jurisdiction and come to 
Kentucky to catch the killers. By the time Mason handed 
the phone back to him, Mason was sounding stronger, not 
so much nervous as determined. 


Cole made quick notes as he listened to the detective 
talk. Then he spoke again. “Yes sir. That would help 
tremendously. I’ll be glad to make arrangements for a place 
for you all to stay and we’ll talk again to finalize plans. I 
have to admit, I’ll be grateful for the help. We’re a small 
operation here, and it takes all our guys to handle things. 
Not that we have a lot of crime here, but we do a lot of day- 
to-day things. Yes sir. I’ll wait for your call.” 


When he put down the phone, he looked at Mason, who 
still sat on the edge of the desk beside him. Cole wasn’t 
about to start something at work, but he wanted to pull 
Mason down into his lap and kiss the man senseless. He 
shook his head at the mental image and made himself relay 
what he’d learned. 


“The two homicide detectives on McClure’s case are Paul 
Garvin and Rudy Harrington. They’ll be here as soon as 
they can, depending on their passing off their other cases 
and getting here. Garvin admitted they had no leads and 
they’re anxious to talk to you. Don’t worry about it.” Cole 
looked at Mason to see if he seemed concerned about the 
detectives coming to see him. 


“Hey, I’m not worried about them. I didn’t do anything 
wrong. Illl be glad to tell them all I know, which isn’t much 
other than the names, and maybe descriptions of those two. 
The others were just a flash of movement. I guess they’re 
all from around that area. It wasn’t a safe place. That was 
for sure. It had gotten more and more scary in the last few 


months.” Mason frowned as he seemed to be thinking of 
something. 


“What do you mean? A lot of crime in that area? Drugs? 
Gangs?” Cole didn’t like thinking that Mason lived in such a 
bad area. 


“Actually, it’s not the area. I was just realizing that Robin 
wasn’t the first murder I’d heard about recently.” Mason 
seemed to really be struggling with something. 


Cole reached out to him, taking his hand again. “Can you 
tell me what has you so concerned?” 


“Maybe it’s not anything. It just seems that I remember 
hearing about two other, no three other deaths in the past 
months.” 


“Close to where you lived?” Now Cole was concerned. 


“Not really, but some of my friends went out a lot to the 
different bars and clubs. I told you that the bar where I 
worked had both gays and straights. There were some 
regulars that were sort of friends.” Mason paused at the 
look on Cole’s face. “What?” 


“Nothing. Close friends? Are you close with anyone back 
there?” Cole had to ask. 


“Good Lord, no! I mostly worked and then worked some 
more. I wasn’t into anybody. Cole, I haven’t really done 
much, especially when you factor in that I worked in a 
mostly gay bar. I played around with some guys in school a 
while ago, but no one ever came along who made me want 
to do the intense stuff. Not until now, anyway. How was that 
for courage?” Mason appeared proud of himself. 


“T liked it. We’ll pursue that line next time we get a 
chance. Right now, can we get back to what you were 
thinking about? You mentioned two or three deaths. What 
about them concerns you now?” Cole asked, fighting the 
urge to grab Mason and reward him for waiting for him 
before he did any intense stuff, as Mason put it. 


“Tt’s just that now that I think about it, all three of the 
earlier ones were all people that someone at the bar knew. 
It might have been one of the people who worked there, or 
one that was a regular customer, but at some point I 
remember three different people talking about someone 
they knew being killed.” Mason’s eyes were wide now as he 
realized this might mean something. 


“Were they all gay like your friend Robin?” 


“Yeah, probably. They were all friends of gays. I know one 
was a drag queen and another was a, well, he was a hooker. 
I didn’t know any of the three. I’m not sure about the other 
one, just that they were talking about him at the bar. That 
makes like four dead gay guys.” Mason scooted closer to 
Cole, as if really freaked by the knowledge that he had 
been that close to all four. 


“You’re thinking six degrees of separation, aren’t you? 
You didn’t know them all, but you heard of them all in one 
way or another. We’ll be sure to tell all this to the 
detectives. I’m betting they’ll find it very interesting. They 
may have caught some of those cases too. They may not be 
related at all, but then again, they may be. Mason, you may 
have discovered the answer to a serial killing spree. 
Damn!” Cole jumped up and stepped over in front of 
Mason. 


“What? Shit, you scared me,” Mason said, standing close 
to Cole. 


“If that is the case, you’re in even more danger than we 
thought. If they have a history of killing gays, in one form 
or another, they can’t let you live. They can’t allow any light 
to be put on them or their actions. Promise me that you 
won’t go anywhere without me, Mason.” Cole put a hand on 
Mason’s shoulder. 


“Not a problem, Cole. I’m no hero. I’m scared just 
thinking about them getting hold of me again.” Mason 


dropped his head to Cole’s shoulder for a moment. Cole put 
his hand on the back of Mason’s neck, under that thick 
dark red hair. He tried to hide the shiver that moved 
through him at the feel of Mason’s skin and his gorgeous 
soft hair. 


“Not going to happen. I’m going to call Detective Garvin 
back and tell him what you told me. If they do have some of 
those cases open, they might want to bring that information 
along with them. Boy, yesterday afternoon I was lamenting 
about what a boring day I’d had. The most exciting thing 
I’d done was help Karen Bonner hang her laundry in the 
morning. Life can turn on a dime, huh?” Cole asked, 
kneading the tight muscles in Mason’s neck. 


“No shit. One minute I’m talking to a friend and the next 
he’s dead. Then I’m hundreds of miles away in a different 
world altogether. Not to mention that I’m beginning to 
really like your hands on me.” Mason raised his head from 
Cole’s shoulder and boldly looked him in the eyes. 


“Don’t you even look at me like that in my office. 
Someone could come in any minute and that would be a 
real mess,” Cole said, teasing. “But later, at home, you 
bring that look back out and see what happens. That okay?” 


“That’s definitely okay.” Mason leaned in and snuck a 
quick kiss from Cole’s surprised mouth. Again, it was all 
Cole could do not to grab Mason and follow through on 
what they both wanted. 


Mason went back to exploring the office while Cole called 
the detectives in Chicago to fill them in on what Mason had 
told him. After that Cole called to him and they left to go to 
the hospital and check on Mrs. Bonner. 

“You met Brad and Sully. Carl Tabor is off today. Marshall 
is probably at the Bonner’s checking on how Sissy did last 
night. We’ll go out there later and see what we can do. 
Saddle up, we’re heading for the hospital, then out to the 


Bonner house. Ill call Marshall on the cell and find out if 
they need anything out there. Since Sissy is staying there, 
I’ve sort of made that his case, though Ill be checking in. 
Most of the time our cases are more human resources and 
taking care of the people in the community.” 


Cole waved to Frank as they left, heading for the cruiser. 
“Don’t think I can’t use the skills I learned in the service if I 
need to, but so far, it’s been pretty slow here. I’m afraid 
that’s about to change.” 


“I’m sorry I brought all this trouble to your town. I should 
just keep going.” 

“Mason, that’s the first stupid thing I’ve heard you say. 
Get real. First, these men need to be stopped. Second, I 
owe your brother. And last, but most important, I’m 
beginning to consider you mine to take care of. I don’t want 
anything to happen to you. You don’t think about going 
anywhere without me. You promised.” Cole stopped by the 
cruiser door and peered around the parking lot. Seeing no 
one, he leaned in until he could see the flecks of black in 
Mason’s gray eyes. 

More and more Cole was feeling that Mason was meant 
for him. He liked everything about Mason. He needed to do 
this. He couldn’t believe he felt so strongly after such a 
short time. Of course, he would feel that way since he 
cared for Jason. This was more, though, this was so much 
more. Cole didn’t think Jason had sent his brother to him as 
a possible partner in life. Regardless of Jason’s planning, it 
was something that just might happen. 


Cole kept his eyes moving around the area as he drove to 
the hospital. He remained alert as they went in and found 
Karen Bonner’s room. Mason slowed down as they drew 
near it. 


“She doesn’t know me. I'll wait for you out here.” Mason 
spoke quietly. 


“Not likely. You’re with me. Come on.” Cole took his arm 
and drew him in with him. Karen was lying in the bed, 
staring at the window, with a slow stream of tears running 
down her cheeks. Cole’s heart went out to her, sure that 
she was devastated about the loss of her child. 


As they got close to her, she wiped her face and turned to 
face them. Her eyes widened as she saw Cole. 


“Oh, Sheriff Winters. Thank you for coming by. I wanted 
to thank you for getting me here last night. You were very 
kind.” 


“Good morning, Karen. I’m so sorry you lost the baby. I 
hear we nearly lost you. You need to relax and get better. I 
wanted to come by and tell you that you are not to worry 
about your other children.” Cole paused as he noticed 
Karen looking at Mason. 


“Hello, ma’am. I’m Mason Davenport. I’m working with 
Cole for a while. I was at your home last night. You have 
beautiful children. I held one of your little girls and she 
went right to sleep on my shoulder. There are nice people 
watching them, so you shouldn’t worry about them until 
you are better,” Mason said, reaching over to pat Karen’s 
hand. 


“Thank you. You’re awfully nice.” Karen couldn’t quite 
work up a smile, but she was polite as usual. 


“Karen, I know you’re devastated right now and I feel 
badly for you, but you have six young children waiting for 
you to love and care for them at home. They need their 
mama too. Right now, Judieanne, Marshall, his sister, Sissy, 
and several women from their church are working full time 
out there to care for the little ones.” Cole nearly laughed at 
the expression of horror on Karen’s face. He knew exactly 
where her mind went. 


“But...Dodge...uh, he...”Karen trailed off as she clearly 
didn’t know how to put her worry into words. 


“Dodge doesn’t care for black people, especially in his 
house?” Cole said it for her. 


She just nodded, eyes still wide. 


“Judieanne said it all this morning when she said that he 
did freak out when he got in late last night, but one of the 
children started crying and she asked if he wanted to take 
care of that on his own. That shut him right up. He backed 
off and asked if there was any food.” 


Cole thought Karen would roll her eyes if she wasn’t so 
depressed. He asked her, “I hear your father’s coming in 
today. Have you seen him yet? Does he plan on staying at 
your house?” 


“He called me early this morning. He hasn’t come around 
a lot because Dodge is not very nice to him. But he says 
he’s going to stay and help with the kids until I get better. 
He says Dodge can just get used to it,” Karen said, sighing 
deeply. “I miss my babies.” 


“How about we take some pictures and get them to you. 
You can look at them and remember why you have so much 
to get back to. It might help you heal.” Mason spoke up 
with what Cole considered a good idea. 


“You good at taking pictures?” Cole asked Mason. 


“Pretty good. I’m the one who can take pictures without 
cutting people’s heads off. Jason never could take a good 
picture. I’d be glad to do some for you, since we’re going 
out there anyway. I know Cole has a camera. Is that okay, 
Cole?” Mason asked, glancing at Cole for his answer. 


“Good idea and yes, you can use it. We’ll get them printed 
quickly and get them out here for you to enjoy. Has Dodge 
been by today?” Cole asked, afraid he knew the answer. 

“No. That’s okay,” Karen said. Karen went back to looking 
at the window and after saying their good-byes, they left 
her there. 


As they walked back to the cruiser, Cole said, “You were 
very good with her.” 


“Just taking my cue from you. You’re good with everyone. 
You’re a good man, Cole Winters. How could anyone ever 
consider you cold?” Mason asked, referring to his nickname 
in the service. 


“Who knows? I’m such a warm guy, after all.” Cole 
ducked as Mason playfully swung at him, and then winced 
at the obvious pull on his ribs. 


“You okay there, Ali?” Cole teased. 


“Will be when I catch my breath,” Mason said, holding his 
side. 


“Come on, let’s go. I need to check with Marshall to see if 
they need anything out there,” Cole said, getting into the 
car, and buckling in. He noticed Mason gazing around as 
they drove and he talked to Marshall, using his ear piece. 
Marshall relayed that they were set for the time being and 
Cole signed off. 


As soon as he did, Mason said, “This is really pretty 
country. I never thought much about Kentucky before. It 
just wasn’t something on my radar. I’d heard of the 
Kentucky Derby, of course. Oh, and the Louisville Slugger. 
That’s about it. This is some of the prettiest scenery I’ve 
ever been in. I like it here.” Mason turned in his seat a little 
to look at Cole as he asked, “What all do you do here? You 
said there’s not much crime, except for what I brought to 
town. What fills your days?” 


Cole thought Mason sounded like he was really 
interested, so he thought about it for a moment and 
answered. “It’s slow here, and I find that I like that. When I 
went to the service I thought I’d see the world and never 
want to come back here. I saw lots of places. Big cities and 
small, lots of deserts and mountains over there, and met 
good people and bad. I couldn’t wait to get back home. Had 


my fill of bright lights and big city, you know? I have found 
that I like the pace here, and the people are real. Except 
for a few no-goods, everyone around here feels like they’re 
part of a community. That’s a good feeling. I like being the 
one to help make sure it’s safe for these people to go about 
their lives and be happy. Serving a purpose is all I need. 
Being a good person makes me happy. It fulfills something 
in me, I guess. That may sound sappy and not quite so 
macho, but that’s the way I am. I’m tough, though. I had to 
be.” Cole glanced over to Mason and back quickly. “But, I 
don’t feel the need to prove it all the time like some 
people.” 

“T think that makes you more of a man than just being 
strong and rough,” Mason threw in. 


“T figure if I can diffuse a situation with words, it’s better 
than fists or cuffs or, God forbid, guns. But you asked how I 
fill my days. I got off course there. Mostly I walk around 
town or drive around the county, like the deputies, but I 
spend more time in the office than they do.” Cole thought 
for another minute before going on with his list of duties. 


“I talk to people and find out who’s in need. If there’s a 
way to help, I do. If I can’t, I find out who can. Sometimes it 
takes more than I’ve got personally or through the office. In 
that case, we arrange fundraisers. I’ve been in dunking 
booths, had pies thrown at me, or been in different 
contests, all in the name of making money for some cause.” 
Cole chuckled at some of those memories. “It may be 
because Tommy Jarvis needs a hearing aid and the family 
can’t afford it. Maybe someone at the nursing home needs 
a new wheelchair. We have lots of bake sales and there was 
even a dance marathon. When there’s a need, word gets to 
me and I find a way to meet it.” 


“That sounds like a lot. Anybody ever spend much time in 
your jail?” Mason asked. 


“Oh sure, people get drunk and disorderly, or drive 
drunk. There are fights and so on at the local bar. There are 
wrecks to deal with and storms to plan for. The town looks 
to me to make things go smoothly. There’s always 
something going on, but we’ve not had any serious crime 
since I came on.” 


“I’m sorry I brought all this here. I had no idea they 
would follow me. I don’t even know how they did,” Mason 
said. 


“That’s enough now. I’m glad you came to me. I’d hate to 
think of them getting hold of you. We’ll handle it. When 
Detectives Garvin and Harrington get here, we’ll have more 
experienced help. I know the area. They know more about 
murderers and gangs and how they think and behave. You 
stick with me. I’ll probably be in more trouble when Jason 
finds out I’ve got it bad for you,” Cole admitted. 


Mason turned to look at him and then switched his eyes 
back to the front without saying anything, but the slow grin 
that Cole saw warmed his insides. Yeah, he wasn’t alone in 
this. He hoped that Jason didn’t kick his ass when he came 
home and found out that...found out that what? Nothing 
had happened yet. No need to worry about anything until it 
happened. 


Chapter Six 


When they arrived at the Bonner home, Mason grabbed 
the camera that Cole kept in the car and got out with Cole, 
seeming eager to see the children again. Cole was pleased 
by that thought. As they reached the door, it opened and 
Dodge burst out, nearly bowling them over. 


“Hey, Dodge! Watch out. What’s the matter?” Cole asked, 
seeing the anger and wildness in the man’s eyes. 


“I gotta get outta here. I can’t stand it in there. That’s my 
house and there’s more niggers in there than white people. 
A man can’t even think in there with all the caterwauling 
and cooing going on.” Dodge tried to get around them, but 
Cole stood his ground. 


“So I take it you’re going to see your wife, then?” Cole 
asked. Dodge just stood glaring back and forth between 
Mason and him. He shook his head, at first slowly and then 
faster like it would mean more the faster he moved it. 


“I can’t do nothin’ there neither. She’s all whiny and 
cryin’ and I don’t know what to do for her. I’m goin’ out.” 
Dodge managed to get past them and headed for his truck. 

As they watched him, Mason asked, “Are you just going to 
let him go?” 

“I can’t control him. It’s not against the law to be an 
ignorant, arrogant, prejudiced, unfeeling asshole. I doubt 
his seeing her would make her feel any better, huh?” Cole 
said. 


“There is that.” 


Cole knocked on the door and smiled up when Sissy 
answered. 

“Hey Sissy, how’s it going with the babies?” Cole asked, 
stepping in when she stepped back, Mason following. 


“Them’s the best babies, Mr. Cole. I love them so much. 
They’re doing real good and they love the stories. I’ve been 
reading them over and over. Marshall says he’s got to get 
to work and that their granddaddy is coming to stay here 
and Mr. Dodge, he didn’t like that at all. Hi, Mr. Mason. I 
hope you’re feeling better. You look a little better. Are you 
going to take their picture? Are your ribs still hurting?” 
Sissy would just go on if Cole didn’t interrupt her. 


“You’re doing a wonderful job here, Sissy. I’m so glad 
Marshall thought of bringing you out here. Mason is going 
to be okay. I doctored him up last night. He’s going to be 
working with me for a while. Mason thought he’d take 
some pictures of the children to take to Karen while she 
was away from them. It might make her feel better.” 


Mason spoke up too. “I’m better, really. May I call you 
Sissy? And you don’t need to call me Mr. Mason, just Mason 
is fine. Are all the kids asleep? It’s quiet in here. After what 
he,” Mason pointed to the door where Dodge had left, 

“said, I thought it would be bedlam in here.” 


“It’s funny, Mason. They cry more when he’s here. I think 
they’re scared of him. He don’t hit them or nothing, but 
he’s, well, he’s not nice is all I can say.” Sissy turned and 
headed to the back of the house. The church ladies were in 
the kitchen again today, working busily, talking quietly, and 
making a difference in this family’s life. 

“Good day, Sheriff. Can I get you boys something to drink, 
or how about lunch?” Miss Mable asked. 

“I don’t think it would be right to come out here and eat 
food meant for the Bonners.” Cole looked at Mason who 
shrugged. 


“Sheriff, this food is for anyone who shows up here. If 
you’re part of the group helping here, you eat. Sit down 
there and I’ll get you boys a plate.” Nobody argued with 
Miss Mable. 


Before they could get seated there was the pounding of 
many little feet. Mason snapped a few pictures as the group 
entered. The oldest girl, Kathy, led the parade, followed by 
the four-year-old twins, Kelsey and Kaitlin, then the three- 
year-old boy, James Douglas, who was hopping instead of 
marching, and then Marshall and Sissy came in, each with 
one of the one and a half-year-old twins, Jennifer and Janie. 
Just as before, Sissy deposited one, maybe Janie, with Cole 
and Marshall handed off the other to Mason, who quickly 
set the camera on a high bookshelf. 


“You did a good job with the others. Let’s see how you 
handle the little ones. This is Janie,” Marshall told Mason. 
Okay, then, Cole thought, I’ve got Jennifer. 


“Marshall, stay and have lunch with us, and then I want 
to fill you in on what’s going on. We’ve got some real 
trouble in town, but there should be help coming in real 
soon. Are things settled enough here that you can leave?” 
Cole asked. 


“I think so, yeah. Mr. Reeder, Karen’s dad, is coming in 
this morning. We expect him any time now. He says he’s 
going to stay and Dodge can just get used to it. I think I’m 
going to like Mr. Reeder—Angus, he says to call him. He 
said he was happy that Sissy was staying here and that the 
kids loved her.” Marshall sighed, as if relieved that at least 
Karen’s dad didn’t mind that there were several black 
people taking over the household. “He’s fine with the ladies 
coming by and he will help in any way he can. I think he’s 
just what’s needed around here. A father figure, if you 
know what I mean. Not that it’s my place to Say it.” 
Marshall finished his information with a duck of his head, 
seemingly ashamed that he’d voiced his opinion. 


“It’s okay. I understand and since you’re the one who’s 
stepped in and taken that role for a span of time here, it’s 
okay that you have an opinion.” Cole was amused as when 
Marshall sat at the table with them, the little boy, James 
Douglas, tried his best to climb into Marshall’s lap. Finally, 
getting frustrated as Marshall didn’t immediately pick him 
up, he demanded, “Up, daddy, want up now.” 


“Pick that child up, Marshall Baber, before he goes off 
crying again,” Miss Agatha said, coming over to the table 
and standing beside Marshall, who was now holding the 
blond little boy. Miss Agatha had more to say. “And James 
Douglas, this is not your daddy. This is your new friend, 
Marshall. Can you say Marshall?” 


“Marsall,” parroted the little boy. 


“Good enough, buddy. You want some lunch with me?” 
Marshall asked. 

Cole smiled again, enjoying seeing his chief deputy with 
the young one. 

“I was telling Sissy that she was doing a wonderful job 
with the children. It’s a good thing she was available to 
help out. Maybe after Karen gets home, she can come out a 
few times a week to help out. They would probably both 
benefit from it,” Cole suggested. He noticed Mason nodding 
as he looked at Marshall, Sissy, and then Cole. 


“Sheriff Cole, you should have been here earlier. Our 
Marshall here told Judieanne that if those two ugly- 
mouthed boys came back and bothered her to let him know 
and he’d see they learned some manners, especially how to 
treat a lady.” Miss Agatha cackled then and the children 
started giggling like her. She went on to say, “Well, 
Judieanne was so pleased at his gentlemanly ways she 
offered to make him a pie. She asked him what kind he 
liked and he said his grandma used to make rhubarb pie 
and he liked it a lot.” 


“Uh-oh,” Cole said. Mason appeared bewildered. They 
both looked at Miss Agatha, willing her to finish the story. 
Marshall had ducked his head. 


“She said as how she didn’t know what a rhubarb was, 
but she’d find out and she would make him the best 
rhubarb pie he’d ever had, didn’t she, Marshall?” Miss 
Agatha touched Marshall on the shoulder and her eyes 
twinkled as she waited for the embarrassed deputy to 
answer. 


“Yes, ma’am. She doesn’t have to make me a pie. I was 
just being nice. It’s not right the way those two talk to her 
in front of whoever’s in there.” 


“Well, you’re right there, but I’d love to see this pie. I 
hope she reads up on it.” 


“Okay, what’s the joke?” Mason asked. 


The three older ladies laughed and went back to work 
and Cole said, “I think we’ll just wait and see how this 
goes.” 


Marshall spoke up now to say, “Don’t you go on about this 
to her, Cole Winters. She doesn’t need to be teased. She'll 
do fine, I’m sure.” 


Mason shrugged and went back to paying attention to the 
child on his lap. Janie was playing with Mason’s hair. She 
had pulled the band from the back of it and now she was 
pulling different handfuls of it, laughing as Mason made 
faces each time. 


Sissy came over to say to her, “Janie, don’t hurt Mason, 
honey. He’s a nice boy and he’s got boo-boos already. You 
want me to take her?” 

“No, she’s fine, Sissy. She’s a sweetie, isn’t she?” Mason 
laughed as Janie pulled on his hair and bounced on his lap, 
her little feet trying to find purchase on his leg. 


Jennifer, on the other hand, wanted to do the same with 
Cole, but she couldn’t get a good grip since his hair was 
short. It was frustrating her no end, making all at the table 
laugh. 


“How is Mrs. Bonner, Sheriff?” Miss Margie asked. That 
sobered everyone up immediately. 


“She’s sad. I hope she’ll be okay when she gets back 
here. There’s a lot of love with all these children. There’s 
only one thing missing, though, as far as I’m concerned. 
Tell me, if you will, are these kids safe with Dodge here?” 
Cole didn’t really think he’d do anything to the children, 
but hitting wasn’t the only form of abuse. 


“Oh yes sir. I don’t think he’d ever hurt any of them. He’s 
just not,” Miss Agatha paused for the right word and 
decided on, “warm with them. He doesn’t pick them up, 
though they want him to. He doesn’t rock them or sing to 
them, or even talk to them much at all. It’s like they’re not 
even here to him, except for the boy. He’ll try to act like 
there’s something there like a father/son thing, but he just 
doesn’t know what to do with them.” Miss Agatha shook 
her head as if unable to understand any father not wanting 
to love on his babies. 


Mason stood and went for the camera again. Cole 
watched as he took a close picture of each of the children. 
He made faces and noises to get them to smile. Cole’s heart 
was affected once more by the caring nature he saw in 
Mason. 


There was a knock at the door and before Cole could get 
up to answer it, Marshall was up with James Douglas on his 
hip. When he opened the door, it looked like Santa Claus 
had come to town. There stood a big man with white hair 
and beard and red cheeks. He even had the glasses. 


“Granda, Granda!” James Douglas reached for the man. 
This must be Mr. Reeder. Cole stood and Sissy came to take 


Jennifer from him. 


After introductions all the way around, Cole told Mr. 
Reeder that he was glad he was there for Karen’s family. 


“TIl stay until I think she’s fine. I don’t care what Dodge 
Bonner has to say. I’m helping my little girl out if it harelips 
Old Glory.” Angus Reeder seemed determined. The father 
wasn't finished yet. “Dodge will just have to get used to it. 
I’ve been pushed away for the last time. These kids need 
some lovin’ and if he’s not man enough to do what’s right, 
I’ll just have to step in. If he can’t handle it, he can take 
himself off somewhere like he threatened. If this and if 
that, well, if ifs and buts were candy and nuts, we’d all have 
a Merry Christmas.” 


It was all Cole could do not to laugh out loud. He sneaked 
a peek at Mason and found that he was having the same 
trouble. Mr. Reeder was one who talked in colloquialisms. 
Cole could tell that Mason was lost. 


Mr. Reeder told them he’d been by the hospital to visit his 
daughter and assure her that he would stay and help her no 
matter what her husband wanted. Cole, Mason, and 
Marshall were preparing to leave when they heard Mr. 
Reeder say in response to Miss Mable’s asking if he’d like 
some lunch, “Ma’am, you done flung a cravin’ on me for 
sure. It smells like heaven in here. Is that pork, and I know 
I smell cornbread.” 


The three men made it out the door before they lost it, 
laughing as they headed to the cruiser. 


Mason said, between chuckles, “I’ve never heard half that 
stuff he said. How do you harelip Old Glory? Isn’t Old Glory 
the flag? And what does flung a cravin’ mean? I got the one 
about ifs and buts and Christmas, though I’ve never heard 
it put quite like that. Man, that was weird.” 


Cole and Marshall laughed again at Mason’s response to 
Angus’ colorful way of speaking. 


“A lot of older folks have some quaint sayings. You get 
used to it.” 


Cole filled Marshall in on everything that had happened 
and what they were hoping to do with the detectives 
coming in. 

“I want these people out of my county. Clearly they’re 
here for Mason, since he saw them kill this Robin guy, but 
what’s to keep them from creating havoc here in the 
meantime? Because, let me tell you, they’re not getting 
their hands on Mason. We need to be alert and make sure 
we're all keeping watch.” Cole was still talking to Marshall, 
but he was aware of Mason standing near. 


It felt like his body had become a homing device since 
meeting Mason. He seemed to always be aware of where 
Mason was at any given time. His senses picked up on the 
space that Mason took up, his nerve endings tuned to 
Mason’s nearness. His thoughts often slid into quick 
dreams, or hopes, really, of things he’d like to do with 
Mason. It appeared that Mason was feeling the same way. 
His heart thudded as he thought about becoming intimate 
with Mason. 


“Cole!” 


“Sorry.” Cole tried to force the blush back down as he 
was caught not paying attention right after talking about 
how alert they needed to be. “I’m going to make 
arrangements for the detectives to stay in town. Garvin is 
going to call and let me know when they will arrive. 
They’re bringing files about some other cases and we’re 
going to explore the idea that these men have done this 
before.” 


“Good deal. I think the situation here is under control 
now that Mr. Reeder is here. Dodge is, of course, no help, 
but between the ladies, Sissy, and Ms. Daily, they’ve got 
schedules and plans and pretty much all they need.” 


“That’s great. I can’t believe you still call her Ms. Daily.” 
Cole thought there was something developing between his 
two friends, but they were both so hesitant that it would be 
forever before either made a move toward romance. “I 
notice that Dodge isn’t working. How are they making it? 
Do they need money for things for the little ones?” Cole 
asked. 


“He’s getting disability and believe it or not, with all 
those kids, she had been taking in sewing for people until 
just recently. I’m not sure how they’re going to manage 
with her medical bills. We’ll see if they need help.” 


Marshall left and Cole and Mason took off behind him. 
They got back to town and Cole headed for the drugstore to 
get the pictures printed. After promising to come back for 
them in an hour or so, they headed to the diner to see if 
Judieanne knew anything about needs for the Bonners. As 
soon as he turned onto Main Street, Cole saw the Hawkins 
brothers’ old red truck in front of the Daily Diner. 


“That truck belongs to a couple of brothers who like to 
hassle Judieanne. We’re going in and let’s say we’re going 
for pie and coffee. I hate to be so cliché, and we might not 
even eat. When we get in, if there’s trouble, I want you to 
go to the kitchen with Judieanne and let me handle 
anything that comes up.” Cole parked and they both got 
out. 


“T’d like to think they’re just in there having lunch, but 
they’ve become more and more of a problem lately. Got it?” 
Cole didn’t want Mason in the middle of things, but he 
wasn’t leaving him alone out here, either. 

“Got it. Would they really try something right in the 
middle of town, in the middle of the day?” Mason asked. 

“They don’t bust up the place. They just make rude 
comments, derogatory remarks about the food, the place, 
and her heritage, if you know what I mean.” 


Cole and Mason entered the diner and could tell 
immediately that something was going on. It was totally 
quiet and all eyes were on them as they headed for the 
counter instead of a table. 


“Hey, Judieanne, what kind of pies do you have today? 
Mason and I are looking for a little dessert. Coffee for me 
and,” Cole turned to Mason who mouthed his answer, “iced 
tea for Mason, please.” 


Judieanne appeared in the window to say, “Hey, Sheriff, 
Mason. I’ve got a triple berry cobbler and an apple crisp, 
pecan, and coconut cream.” 


Cole could tell by her face that she was tense and her 
eyes were a little wild, like she was holding her temper in 
check. 


Mason spoke up and said, “Is it okay if I come back and 
help you? I’d love to see your kitchen.” Mason touched 
Cole’s hand as he went by, letting him know he was aware 
of the situation. 


Cole had noticed the brothers at a table by the back wall. 
There were only a couple of older men at the counter and 
two young women with small children sitting at a table 
finishing their meal. Everyone’s eyes were downcast as if 
waiting to see what was going to happen. Evidently there 
had already been some form of ugliness. 


“Everything okay, Judieanne?” Cole asked, not being one 
to ignore a problem. He might as well hit it head on. 


“Fine, Cole. What kind of pie you hankering for today?” 
Judieanne, on the other hand, he had found, would like to 
ignore the brothers and their clear hatred and meanness as 
long as possible. 


“I love your pecan, but I think IIl go for the cobbler 
today. Put Mason’s on my tab too. Whatever he wants.” 
Cole swiveled around when he heard a snort from behind 
him. 


He turned to see Ace stand and saunter toward the 
counter. Cole tensed. 


“Hello, Ace.” He turned further to nod at the other one. 
“Donnell.” 


“Howdy, Sheriff. I see you’re in here again. Nobody 
needing your superior skills today? You spend a lot of time 
in here with Little Miss Uppity. Who’s your new best 
friend? You all make a cute couple.” Ace stopped a few feet 
from Cole. The man had managed to insult both Judieanne 
and him in the same breath. 


“Mason’s riding with me. He’s in training for a deputy 
position. And watch how you speak to and about my friend. 
Judieanne minds her own business and runs a fine business 
here with wonderful food. I don’t want you giving her any 
trouble.” Cole leaned in and added, “There are children in 
here, so you watch how you talk, Ace.” 


“Both of y’all goin’ around tellin’ people how to act. What 
gives either of you the right?” Ace asked, louder than Cole 
liked. 


“She owns the place and I try to keep the peace. That 
gives both of us the right. You boys finished here? You 
might want to head on out.” Cole hoped Ace just left 
without forcing any more of a scene. 


“Let’s go, Donnell. I’d rather eat baloney than something 
that bitch made.” Ace got his dig in. 


“Ace, cool it. I told you. Children don’t need to hear that 
kind of talk.” 


“Keep on, Cole. You’ll both be sorry real soon. Don’t get 
too attached to the rookie in there.” Ace pointed to the 
kitchen where Mason was talking with Judieanne. Cole 
knew he was trying to keep her occupied so she wouldn’t 
have to hear what was going on out here. 


“Wait a minute. What did you mean by that, Ace? That 
sounded like a threat. What do you have against Mason? 


You don’t even know him.” Cole’s stomach churned at the 
implied threat to Mason. 


“Gettin’ a little nervous there, Cole? That’s interesting, 
ain’t it, Donnell? You’re right, J don’t know him at all,” Ace 
said, then laughed as he and Donnell left. 


There was a collective sigh when the door closed behind 
the Hawkins boys. Eyes now moved around the room 
instead of staring at plates. Cole looked over as Judieanne 
and Mason came from the kitchen to put their pie choices 
on the counter. 


“No charge today, Cole. These are both experiments. 
You'll have to tell me how they are, okay, guys? Thanks, 
Cole. You don’t have to keep doing that. They’re all talk,” 
she tilted her head, curled her lip and admitted, “ugly talk, 
I’ll grant you, but I can handle words. It’s not the first time 
I’ve run across prejudice, you know.” 


“I know, but you know that it can grow into more if you 
don’t nip it in the bud. I don’t want anything happening to 
you.” Cole took a bite of his cobbler and sighed. “You’re 
making a mistake. You could charge double for this.” 
Without thinking, he scooped up a bite and turned to 
Mason and held it up for him to taste. Mason’s eyes 
widened, but he leaned over and cleaned the spoon. 
Mason’s groan had Cole almost forgetting where they 
Were. 


“You want to taste mine?” Mason asked, and the light in 
his eyes told Cole that Mason knew what Cole would think 
of when he put it that way. Little flirt! 


“Sure, anything in the name of research.” He leaned in 
and Mason slipped a spoon of apple crisp into his mouth. 
The sweet and tangy treat made his taste buds sit up and 
listen just as his cock was doing in his pants. They had to 
stop this play or they’d both be embarrassed. 


Judieanne was leaning on the counter from the other side 
and she whispered, “You all better get a room or there’s 
going to be gossip galore before long.” 


Cole sat up straight and said clearly, “This is delicious, 
Judieanne, a real winner. I can’t decide which one I like 
best.” 


“Thanks. Have you all been out at the Bonners’? Did you 
see Karen yet? How is she?” Judieanne asked. 


Cole answered her questions and asked a few of his own 
about anything she thought they might need. At her 
suggestion, he agreed to talk to Mr. Reeder soon and see 
what he thought after he’d been there for long enough to 
get a good take on it. 


Soon, Cole and Mason were back in the cruiser, with a 
goody bag with another serving of each of the pies they’d 
tasted. They’d joked that they’d have to be rolled out if she 
kept feeding them like that. 


For the next couple of hours, Cole drove around the 
county, stopping here and there to check on people. He 
gave one warning to a high school boy who was speeding 
after school was out. He got a call from Detective Garvin 
and found that the two men would be here in a couple of 
days. It was going to take that long to get the DA to agree 
to letting them fly out based on the knowledge they had. 


“If we had time, I’d take you about another thirty miles or 
so out this road and show you the eagle’s nest I told you 
about. Right now, though, I need to go back to the office. 
I’ve got some paperwork to get done and we’ll stop at the 
grocery on the way home and get something light to go 
along with this dessert. We’ll switch tonight, okay?” Cole 
glanced at Mason. 


“T have an idea. I think it would be a better idea to share 
both of them.” 


Mason had some damn good ideas. 


Chapter Seven 


After polishing off a big salad for supper, Cole was 
cleaning up the kitchen while keeping an eye on the 
backyard where Mason and Festus were bonding. Festus 
just couldn’t seem to get the rules down on the game of 
fetch. Cole watched as Mason tried over and over to throw 
a ball and get Festus to retrieve it. Cole chuckled as Mason 
threw the ball, yelled, “Fetch!”, then when Festus just 
stood looking up at him, Mason would go get the ball and 
bring it back and put it at his feet, then clap his hands. 
Over and over the ball flew with Mason encouraging, “Now 
you, Festus. Fetch, boy!” 


Cole stepped out and couldn’t help saying, “Isn’t the idea 
for him to bring it to you, not the other way around?” 


“Smartass. Someone has to teach him what it means. 
He'll get it, won’t you, boy?” Mason bent to rub the top of 
Festus’ head. 


“Hey, boy,” Cole said, and opened his arms. Festus flew 
across the yard, jumped and landed in Cole’s arms. Cole 
laughed and glanced at Mason to see if he was impressed 
with the trick. 

“Cool. How’d you teach him that?” Mason asked. 

“I can’t claim the credit. I just came out to get him in one 
day and he came flying at me and jumped right up here. 
He’s a smart boy. He’ll learn to fetch.” Cole put the dog 
down and went over to Mason. 

“I love dogs. I’m glad you’ve got one. What kind is he?” 
Mason watched Cole approach. 


“He’s a cross between a Shih-Tzu and a Pomeranian. 
He’ll need to be groomed often with all that long hair. 
Looks cool when he runs, though, huh? I always wanted 
one too. There’s something else I’ve always wanted.” 


Mason cleared his throat and asked, “Yeah?” 


Cole wondered if he was going to be brave enough to 
follow through with what he wanted now. He jumped right 
in and said, “I’ve always wanted to be with someone who 
meant something to me. The life I’ve led didn’t allow me to 
have lasting relationships. A few clandestine grabs and 
rubs, blow jobs, and so on. Nothing meaningful. I don’t go 
in for casual when it comes to intimacy.” Cole felt like he 
was putting his whole heart out in full view, hoping it 
wouldn’t be laughed at. 


“You're not saying you’re a...” Mason’s eyes looked a 
little buggy. 


Cole interrupted Mason to say, “No. Before I went into 
the service there was a guy and we spent about six months 
together. We taught each other and we joined up together. 
Of course, we got separated and I heard a few months later 
that he’d been killed in action. We weren’t in love, but 
there was some genuine feeling between us. There’s been 
no one since that I wanted to be really intimate with, until 
now. Does that scare you? If you’re not as interested as I 
thought, feel free to say so and...” 


This time Mason cut Cole off by reaching out, putting a 
hand on the back of his neck, and drawing him over for a 
kiss. This wasn’t just a “Shut up!” kiss, it was a full on 
“Count me in!” kiss that Cole met with relief and 
eagerness. 


Cole was vaguely aware of Festus bouncing around their 
feet and legs, but he stepped in closer to Mason and four 
arms arranged themselves into an embrace. Cole could feel 
Mason’s cock growing longer and harder against him as 


they ground against each other. Mason’s mouth opened and 
Cole swept in, meeting and mating with Mason’s tongue. 
He could tell that Mason was as affected as he was by the 
sounds of their labored breathing. Cole finally managed to 
pull back and put his face in Mason’s neck and suck in 
some air. 


“How about you?” he asked. 

“Mmm?” Mason wasn’t as able to talk yet, it seemed. 
“Experience?” 

“Been there, done that, barely, though. No one special. 


Not like you. I mean, is it okay to say that? Are you saying 
that you want, uh, me?” Mason now seemed hesitant. 


Cole gave him a break. “Yes, I’m saying I want you. Too 
soon?” 


“Not for me. I was attracted to you from the first time I 
Saw you, even through all the pain.” Mason laughed at 
himself. 


“Same here, but when I found out that you were Jason’s 
brother I admit to getting a little worried. He and I were 
pretty good friends over there and I don’t want him pissed 
off that I seduced his little brother, the one he sent to me 
for protection.” Cole watched Mason for his reaction to 
that. 


“I don’t really care, Cole. I’m his younger brother, not his 
little brother. I’m old enough to choose my lover on my 
own. Besides, if he likes and trusts you, why wouldn’t he 
want you to be with me? This way he doesn’t have to worry 
about me with someone he doesn’t know. Yeah? So ditch 
that problem. Any more reasons why we can’t go in and get 
busy?” Mason teased him. 


“Now that’s romantic,” Cole teased back. 
“Oh, you’re looking for romance? I like that.” 
“Really?” Cole asked. 


“Cole, really. I like the idea of romance. I mean, fucking’s 
great, you know? But, you can get that anywhere. I’ve 
never really had anything romantic happen to me, but I 
think I’d like it a lot. Am I getting the message here that 
you are a romantic?” Mason seemed eager for a positive 
response. 


“T don’t think I want it spread around, but in my personal 
life, yeah, I like the idea of romance,” Cole admitted. “It 
may not be the macho thing to admit, big tough sheriff and 
all, but what I do or what I like with a lover or partner is no 
one’s business but ours.” 


“Mmm, I like the way you think. I hope you’ll show me 
some of this romance. Hey, don’t think I’m playing you. I 
mean it. I don’t even know how to go about being romantic, 
but I'd like to learn.” Mason sounded sincere and he 
stepped closer to Cole as they turned to go in. 


“I don’t know about other people, but look at what you 
just did.” Cole paused. 


Mason looked worried, saying, “What did I do?” 


Cole grinned and bumped shoulders with him. “You 
stepped closer to me as we headed in. That’s a romantic 
thing to do. I’m not talking about flowers and candy here, 
but things like holding hands, bringing you a drink when 
you’re hot, a massage when you ache, little gifts as 
surprises. Again, I’m not talking about buying things. I 
could bring you a pretty river rock, an eagle feather, a 
funny card, make your favorite meal, wash and comb out 
your hair, or share a sunset or a sunrise. I could go on and 
on.” 

“Sounds like you’ve thought about it a lot,” Mason said, 
watching Cole intently. 

“T have. I’ve watched people in love and seen the things 
they do for each other and found myself wishing I could 
either do that or have it done with or for me. Envy isn’t 


supposed to be a good thing, but I thought of it asa 
learning experience. Does it make me sound like a wuss for 
wanting those kinds of things?” Cole asked Mason. 


“I think it’s sexy as hell that you want those things. You 
make me want them too. Where’s the closest river? What’s 
your favorite meal? What kind of movies do you like?” 
Mason asked earnestly. 


Laughing, Cole replied, “That’s the romance part. You 
spend time with someone and learn all that information and 
pick and choose your times and tasks to please the other 
person. I want to spend time with you and learn everything 
you like. Right now, I want to take you inside and kiss you 
senseless and see where that leads us. I’m hoping for 
intense making out here. You in?” Cole looked at Mason, 
waiting for his answer. When it came, his heart thudded. 


Mason held his hand out, waiting for Cole to grasp it. 
That didn’t take long. Walking into the kitchen, hand-in- 
hand, made Cole sigh happily. His mind went to Cher and 
he chuckled. 


“What?” Mason asked, stopping to look at Cole. 


“A Cher song went through my mind for a second. 
Something about having found someone to take away the 
heartache and take away the loneliness. It just seemed to 
fit. Made me happy.” 


“So you like Cher?” 
“Yep. You?” 


“Well, yeah. Isn’t it a prerequisite for being gay?”Mason 
teased, and then said, “Nah, I’m joking. I like any singer 
with a really strong voice, somebody who can really belt it 
out, and stay on key, of course. Although Norah Jones and 
Sarah McLaughlin have their time and place too. They 
might find their way into a romantic evening, maybe the 
two of us dancing in the living room in front of the 
fireplace.” Mason ducked his head, blushing a little. 


“Now you're getting it. I think I can make that one 
happen right now. Come with me.” Cole tugged on Mason’s 
hand. Mason tugged back and Cole stopped to peer at him, 
brows raised in question. 


Mason didn’t say anything, but stepped close to Cole and 
leaned in for a kiss. Cole gave it. This wasn’t a fevered 
mauling, but a tender exploration, complete with tongue 
tips, sighs, soft caresses, and closed eyes. A kiss of 
sweetness and joy that Cole could feel coming from Mason. 
Cole opened to Mason’s questing tongue and teased and 
tangled it with his. He thought he heard a small whimper 
from Mason and eased back, not sure if it was desire or 
pain from his injuries. 


“Okay?” he asked softly. 
“Very much so. I feel really good, being with you.” 


“Come dance with me.” Cole drew Mason with him 
toward the front living room where his sound system was. 
He chose a Norah Jones CD, turned it down low, and held 
out his arms for Mason. His heart thudded at the look on 
Mason ’s face as he stepped over and settled into the space 
Cole provided. Mason put his head onto Cole’s shoulder, 
tilted it just a little, and placed his lips on Cole’s neck. Cole 
could feel Mason’s breath and the soft lips as they moved in 
small caresses on the sensitive skin between his neck and 
shoulder. 


“Don’t you put a mark on me where people can see, 
okay?” Cole asked as he felt Mason sucking just a little. 


“Wouldn’t do that to you. You saying I can put one where 
people can’t see it?” Mason teased him. 


“Maybe. You feel good in my arms. It feels right. This is 
not something I’ve ever had a chance to do. I like it.” 


“Me too. Cole?” There was hesitation in Mason’s voice. 


“Yeah?” Cole was lost in the slow movements that were 
causing small shudders to move through his body. He felt 


the occasional shiver pass through Mason’s too and was 
thrilled that the man was as affected as he was with their 
closeness. 


“Um, you are going to take me to bed, aren’t you? There’s 
a lot going on and I know you're tired. I am too, but I’d 
really like to sleep with you tonight, and every night, if you 
want me to be honest.” Mason stopped his feet and seemed 
to be waiting for an answer before he could move again. 


“Is that what you want? Bed, to sleep, or bed to make 
love? See, I’m asking because you are so important to me. I 
don’t want to make any wrong moves. Oh, and I always 
want you to be honest.” Cole knew what he wanted, but he 
was not going to take anything for granted here. Mason 
would have to tell him, in words, what he wanted to 
happen. 


“I just want to be in your bed, with you. If we fall asleep 
holding each other, that’s fine. If we do a little discovering 
beforehand, that’s all good too. If you want to have wild 
monkey sex, well, maybe we should wait till the ribs are 
better, but I’d be okay with that too, later. That answer the 
question?” Mason started moving his feet and they shuffled 
around the middle of the room again. It seemed that 
Mason’s head was glued to Cole’s shoulder now, as if there 
was no way he was coming up to face Cole after that 
disclosure. Cole understood and put his hand up to Mason’s 
head, gently carding his fingers through Mason’s thick hair. 


“Question answered. Sounds good to me. Can we do this 
for a little longer, though?” Cole asked, loath to let go of 
the feeling he was experiencing with Mason pressed so 
tightly to him. “I like feeling you breathe, and your heart 
beating so hard. It all just feels so good.” 

In silent answer, Mason moved his left arm up a little 
higher than Cole’s waist where it had been and placed his 
right one around Cole’s neck. With that hand he pulled 


Cole’s face to his and they exchanged another of those 
mind-numbing kisses. Despite the fact that Cole could feel 
Mason’s hard cock pressing against his hip, and the 
thudding of his heart, giving evidence of his desire, Mason 
was taking his time and giving Cole a kiss that went along 
with the moment. It was soft, sultry, and tender, evocative 
of the music, the words they’d spoken, and the depth of 
feeling they were sharing. Cole melted right there. 


“God, you’re killing me. How can you be everything I ever 
wanted?” Cole murmured, right against Mason’s mouth. 


“Just lucky, I guess.” When the next song ended, as one 
they turned and headed for Cole’s bedroom. There seemed 
to be no question about where Mason was sleeping. How 
much they’d do beforehand remained to be seen, but it 
didn’t matter to Cole. He was enjoying—no, Joving—every 
moment of this evening. Tomorrow would be fraught with 
hassles, but tonight was Mason’s and his. 


Cole had taken Mason’s hand and now led him into the 
room that was his haven, his place of peace. When he 
thought about it, Mason was the first person to see this 
room and that felt somehow right to Cole. 


Cole stood gazing at the bed and then back to Mason 
before saying, “Due to your injuries, I think we’ll save the 
shower for the morning. Let’s leave that bandage on for 
tonight. Come on, let’s get everything else off and crawl in 
together. I’ll let you get in and get comfortable and Tl fit 
myself around you so I won’t hurt you. Does that sound like 
a good plan?” 

“Anything, Cole. I want to be with you. Just...close, okay?” 
Mason asked, looking up at Cole as if unsure if he could ask 
for what he wanted. 

“Absolutely. Let me help you,” Cole said. He took great 
care in divesting Mason of his clothes, checking the 
bandage around Mason’s ribs to make sure it was still 


comfortable and helping with the pain. At Mason’s nod, 
Cole turned to pull the big comforter back and indicated 
that Mason should get in. While Mason settled in, Cole 
stripped quickly and joined him, easing over close. He 
heard a sigh as Mason reached for him. 


“Want to know something?” Mason asked, his eyes intent 
on Cole’s face. 


“Of course.” 


“I used to envy some of the couples who came in the bar, 
the ones who were really committed to each other. There 
was a Sort of ease between them. I’d see one man reach 
over to brush his fingers against the other man’s shoulder, 
or the back of his neck. It wasn’t sexual; I don’t know, it 
was more like a kind of statement. There was a sort of 
knowing that the touch would be accepted. I wanted that. ” 
Mason started to put his hand up toward Cole’s face, but 
put it back to rest on his stomach and went on. 


“One man would reach his arm around another’s waist 
and the second guy would lean in to get that little bit 
closer. Again, it wasn’t about the sex, it was a kind of 
connection that I didn’t realize at the time was something I 
wished I could have. To be able to reach out and touch my 
guy and know that the touch will be welcomed and the 
reaction will be heartfelt and directed right back to me in 
the same way. I never understood why those little things 
touched me so much and now I do.” Mason’s voice got even 
quieter as he finished his thoughts. “The idea of you 
touching my hair, or stroking my arm, or my cheek, hmm, 
they’re all such simple actions, but I think each would draw 
me toward you for more, to show my acceptance of a 
relationship between us. I’m rambling on too much, aren’t 
I?”Mason was blushing now and tried to tilt his head away, 
as if afraid he’d said too much, put too much of himself out 
there. 


Cole used his index finger to tilt Mason’s face back 
toward him and said, “Not at all, and you say you don’t 
know what romance is. Mason, that is the definition of it. I 
wish there were places around here where we could be that 
way with each other, but trust me, there aren’t. But at 
home, or when we're alone, feel free, hon. I like that you’ve 
thought about it with you and me in the scene.” Cole liked 
the warm blush on Mason’s face. “That is exactly what I 
was talking about. The tender touches, soft caresses, gentle 
acknowledgements of a feeling of being one with another 
person. That’s what romance is.” Cole gazed down at 
Mason and saw that he was listening intently to every 
word. It was clear to Cole that Mason was hungry for love 
and affection and that deep connection with someone. “I 
would be thrilled if you decided that I was the one you 
wanted to share all those things with.” 


Mason brought his hand up and took Cole’s, moving it so 
that he could take that index finger into his mouth. Without 
taking his eyes from Cole’s, Mason sucked on the digit and 
slid his tongue around it as he drew it back out of his 
mouth. Cole sucked in a breath at the blatant invitation and 
sensuality of the move. 


It was all Cole could do not to growl at the sexy action 
Mason took. This wasn’t one of those tender touches; it was 
so very sexual. Cole didn’t growl, but he did take his wet 
finger and draw a damp circle around Mason’s right nipple, 
just above the bandage. This time it was Mason sucking in 
a deep breath. Cole grinned and bent to touch the tip of his 
tongue to the nipple and used his left hand to gently press 
on Mason’s shoulder to hold him still for the continued 
caresses that Cole intended to bestow. He didn’t want 
Mason moving too much and hurting his ribs further. 


“Cole!” 


“Mmm? Like that? Be still, baby, I don’t want you to hurt 
your ribs. I’m not going to go too far tonight. This is just us 


getting to know each other better, so we can build up that 
connection that I think we both want. Now, enough talking. 
Shh,” he whispered against Mason’s chest. Cole was 
ignoring, for the moment, the erection that was threatening 
to bore through Mason’s leg. 


There were goose bumps all over Mason as Cole set 
about tracing as much of his body as he could reach with 
his tongue and lips. Some places, like the spot where 
Mason’s neck and shoulder joined and a spot where his arm 
connected to his shoulder in front, right above his arm pit, 
that had Mason writhing and squirming. As he found each 
of these places that were so sensitive to Mason, Cole 
abandoned them immediately, not wanting the movements 
to further injure his lover. He catalogued them in his mind, 
though, for further play, when Mason could jerk and move 
about as he wanted. 


“God, Cole, you’ve got me so hot I’m about to go off, just 
from what you’re doing. Your lips are so soft and they feel 
so good on me.” Mason had moved his right arm onto 
Cole’s back as Cole moved farther down his body, giving 
Mason more room to move a little. “I like your skin. It’s 
smooth and firm and feels so good. The color is cool too. 
Have you been going around without a shirt or is it your 
Indian heritage that gives it this gorgeous color?” Mason’s 
hands were sweeping slowly all over Cole’s back as he 
talked. 


“T’ve never thought about it. Hasn’t been hot enough to 
go without a shirt, which I would only do here on my own 
property, by the way. I guess it’s just my naturally gorgeous 
color. What a hoot. I can’t believe I said that. I’m not one to 
think of myself as good-looking at all, skin or anything.” 
Cole brought his head up from where he was exploring the 
flat abdomen. 


“Trust me, you are one very handsome man. I noticed 
even through my pain the other night. The more I get to 


know you, the more gorgeous you become,” Mason teased. 


“Eye of the beholder and all that. I get it. You, young Mr. 
Davenport, are the pretty one of this couple,” Cole stated. 


“First, I’m not that much younger than you and I’m not 
pretty and I like you saying we’re a couple,” Mason said, 
watching closely as Cole bent to his belly again. 


“From this position, I’d say we’re definitely a couple, or 
we better be. I’ve never had anyone else in this bed 
before.” Cole was tired of talking. He wanted to get them 
both off and get some rest before all the crap hit the fan 
tomorrow. 


“Uh, you think I’d be here if I hadn’t had to come home 
with you because they followed me and beat me up? I 
mean, if I’d just showed up and asked for help, do you think 
we'd still have had this connection?” Mason’s insecurity 
was touching, but out of place. 


“What, you think it’s your bruises that I’m attracted to?” 
Cole teased, wanting Mason to get that notion right out of 
his head. “I’m falling for you, Mason, not your situation or 
your relationship to a good friend of mine, just you and 
your personality and your character and, well, your sexy 
body doesn’t hurt, either. I like little and strong. No more 
talk. Here, I know how to stop it,” Cole said, crawling back 
up to put both hands on the bed beside Mason’s head and 
bending to take his mouth in a long leisurely kiss that 
escalated from merely stopping Mason’s words to filling 
them both with desire. 


The kiss quickly turned to passion and Cole tried to make 
himself stay aware of the fact that Mason shouldn’t get too 
physically involved, but though he was breathing as hard as 
Cole himself, he didn’t seem to be in pain at all. No, from 
the heated response as Mason opened his mouth and 
sucked in Cole’s tongue, it was clear that Mason was 
feeling fine for the present. 


Cole softened the kiss, pulling back to slide his tongue 
across Mason’s lips, now wet and puffy from the strength of 
their joining. He opened his eyes and saw that Mason’s lids 
were fluttering, as if he were unsure whether to close them 
tight or open them to see Cole over him. 


“Open your eyes, baby.” Cole wanted to see those pretty 
gray eyes while he kept up the gentle caresses he was 
giving Mason. He took Mason’s bottom lip in his and 
sucked it before running his tongue along Mason’s bottom 
teeth, then flicking against the tongue that came out to 
meet his. Pulling back again, Cole touched each corner of 
Mason’s mouth and was pleased with the breath he felt 
from Mason’s sigh at the tender strokes. 


A part of him wanted to devour Mason in a frenzy of 
passion. His cock was hard and leaking, wanting relief and 
wanting it from Mason. Cole looked forward to the time 
when they could let go and fulfill both their needs as 
forcefully as they desired. But for now, he knew it was 
better to take it easy. That didn’t mean they weren’t going 
to come to a Satisfying finish. 


“Can you lie on your right side without it hurting too 
much?” Cole asked. 


Mason didn’t answer; he just turned and with a little 
squirming managed to get onto his right side, facing Cole. 
He stared at Cole for a second, then reached over slowly 
with his left arm and completed the movement he’d aborted 
earlier. Touching the corner of Cole’s eye, he followed a 
path down Cole’s cheek to cup the side of his face, drawing 
it slowly closer to his. 


“Hey,” Cole’s voice was husky as he nuzzled against the 
hand cradling his face. Mason had made good on a dream 
of his to offer a caress to someone and have it accepted for 
what it was, a simple statement. Cole smiled at him, 
showing his joy in the moment. 


With his own left hand, Cole drew a path over the 
bandages and down the center of Mason’s body to grasp 
the hard cock that waited for his attention. Mason groaned 
and pushed into Cole’s hand. Cole moved closer and lined 
up their cocks, grasping them both. He heard Mason’s gasp 
as he began to roll them together, squeeze them, slide them 
against each other. The sensation of the hot skin of Mason’s 
cock grazing against his made Cole shudder. 


“That feels so...so...Cole!” Mason came hard, jerking his 
hips, pushing against Cole, who couldn’t take his eyes off 
Mason’s face. Mason was grimacing, but Cole didn’t think 
it was in pain. He kept his hand moving, knowing he was 
going to join Mason in a matter of seconds. Mason’s cum, 
all over Cole’s hand, made his movements easier as he let 
go of Mason’s now-sensitive cock to find his own release. 


Cole dropped his forehead to Mason’s as his cum joined 
Mason’s on his hand and their stomachs. He looked down 
between them and watched Mason’s taut stomach moving 
in and out as he tried to get his breath back to normal. Cole 
was having his own problems in that area. It had been a 
really long time since he’d been able to share any kind of 
intimacy with anyone. And never had he done something 
like this with someone that he felt so much for, like he did 
with Mason. 

“How are you doing? I didn’t hurt you, did I?” Cole finally 
asked. 

“I don’t know,” Mason whispered, “I can’t feel anything 
but, uh, does euphoria fit here?” Mason asked. 

“Yeah, I think that’s a pretty good word. Blissful, that’s a 
good one too.” Cole started to move to get up, but Mason 
grasped his arm. 

“Don’t move yet,” he said. 

“Mason, baby, Ill be right back. I just want to get a cloth 
to clean us up. I didn’t plan this very well. I intend to sleep 


with you. We’ll find a way that you’ll be comfortable and 
we'll cuddle all night. How’s that for romantic?” Cole 
asked, finishing his move, getting off the bed, and heading 
for the bathroom. 


Bringing back a warm wet cloth and a towel after he 
cleaned up in the bathroom, he proceeded to wash Mason 
off, dry him, and then lean down for a quick kiss. After 
tossing both back into the sink, he hurried to the bed, set 
the alarm, and eased down into the bed with Mason. With a 
little moving around, propping with pillows, and careful 
placement of arms, they settled in for a secure night’s 
sleep. 


“This better than last night? You more comfortable?” Cole 
asked, his face in Mason’s hair, nuzzling the back of his 
head. 


“So much better. I was so tired last night and pretty much 
wired too. Now, I’m just as tired for some reason, and sore, 
but I’m so happy. You make me happy, Cole.” The last was 
said on a wide yawn and Mason sighed and the next thing 
Cole knew, Mason was asleep. Cole lay awake for a few 
more minutes, thinking about how his life had changed in 
the last two days. He had such a depth of feeling for the 
man in his arms and he knew those feelings were true. 
Time, as in how long he’d known Mason, didn’t matter 
when you felt like this. 


His thoughts moved to what he could expect tomorrow. 
They would have to think about a plan for how to catch the 
four men who’d killed Robin and tried to do the same to 
Mason. At some point, he would need to check on both 
Karen and the situation at her home. Judieanne might be 
able to fill him in on the latest at the Bonner household. 


He would keep Mason close. That was one thing Cole 


knew for sure. No way was that foursome getting another 
chance at his man. Yes, his man. Cole slept on that thought. 


2K OK OK 


Over the next two days, life in Deerville seemed idyllic to 
everyone but Cole and Mason, who were feeling too much 
like they were waiting for the other shoe to fall. They rode 
around the town in Cole’s cruiser and Mason got to see 
how Cole worked. There were no major emergencies, which 
made Cole happy. They checked on Mrs. Bonner and found 
she would need to stay in a little longer. She was very glad 
to receive the photos from Mason of her children and 
admitted that it helped her spirits tremendously. 


The people here really loved Cole. He cared about 
everyone and stopped often to talk to the people in the 
community. He knew them all by name, knew their kid’s 
names, and how each was doing in school or sports. 


Mason enjoyed being able to see this side of Cole. He fell 
just a little bit more for Cole as he watched him with these 
nice people. Mason liked the small town and especially 
Judieanne at the diner. She was so nice to him and let him 
go back to the kitchen and see how she did things. 


A couple of times Mason even helped her out. Cole left 
him there in the kitchen with Mason’s promise that he 
would stay in the back so he couldn’t be seen by anyone 
driving by. That was fine with Mason. He wanted to be in 
the kitchen, anyway. Mason was trying to learn as much as 
he could so she would let him work with her when this 
mess was all over. 


Mason really enjoyed the evenings with Cole. He cooked 
for Cole and played with Festus. They watched some 
television, but the dancing in front of the fireplace was the 
best part for Mason. He didn’t know if they could really call 
it dancing, but they put on romantic music and held each 
other and moved...some. They moved enough to usually end 
up heading straight for the bedroom after a few dances. 


He tried not to be too antsy about knowing there were 
real honest-to-God murderers searching for him to commit 
the same when they found him. He trusted Cole and soon 
the detectives would be here to help them. 


Cole had gotten a call that the detectives were in the 
local hotel. They turned down an offer of supper, saying 
they had put in a hard day before traveling here and were 
tired and would meet them in the morning. Cole had set up 
an early meeting at the diner so things could start to roll. 


Chapter Eight 


Judieanne knew as soon as the three men wearing black 
ski masks walked into the diner the next morning that 
these were the men Cole had warned her about. She’d only 
been there for about twenty minutes and was working in 
the kitchen getting the basics started. She knew that Cole 
would be by in about a half hour for breakfast, probably 
bringing Mason with him. She secretly hoped that the two 
men would end up in a relationship. They’d seemed close 
yesterday. 


When the bell jangled over the front door, she stepped to 
the doorway of the kitchen, saying, “You’re really early this 
morning, Cole. What...2?” She stopped her words when she 
saw the men step in and head directly for her instead of for 
a table or the stools at the counter. She took a step back, 
but without a word spoken between them, the three men 
surrounded her. She had no time to reach for her 
granddad’s bat behind the kitchen door before two of them 
grabbed her by the arms and started dragging her through 
the kitchen. Just as she started to scream, hoping that 
someone was up and near enough to hear, one of them 
grabbed a towel off the bar in front of the stove and stuffed 
it into her mouth. 


Tears came into her eyes as she gagged, scared she 
would choke. Why were they taking her? To get at Cole? 
What were they planning? She prayed she’d get out of this 
alive. She knew these men had killed before. Maybe they 
just wanted a hostage in order to deal with Cole. Suddenly, 
she stopped jerking and pulling back and walked out with 


them calmly. It wouldn’t do her any good to fight now. 
There were three of them. Make that four, counting the one 
in the car in the alley waiting for them. One of the men 
who’d walked out with them got into the front seat while 
the other two got into the back with her between them. In 
seconds they were driving out of town. She paid attention 
to where they were going so she could tell Cole later, if she 
got the chance. 


Despite her trying to appear calm, tears were streaming 
down her face. She coughed around the gag, jerking her 
arms away from the two men. Why did they seem so much 
scarier with those masks on? The windows were all open 
and she was getting a chill, despite the weather being 
warm. 


“Remember now, no names. Let her go, she can’t get out. 
Take that out of her mouth, she can scream all she wants 
to, and she’s going to want to, isn’t she, boys?” This came 
from the man in the passenger seat, clearly the leader of 
this group. Judieanne shivered at the almost maniacal glee 
in the ominous words. 


“Why are you all doing this? I don’t know you. I don’t 
have much money. Please, let me go. Stop the car and just 
let me go. Please.” 


One of the men beside her grumbled, “Shit, this mask is 
hot as hell. I’m sweating under here something awful.” 


“Quit your griping,” the one in the passenger seat said, 
then turned to her and said, “From what I hear, you have a 
mighty high opinion of yourself and don’t know how to 
treat people. We’re going to make sure you don’t ever 
disrespect a man again. Those two boys better come 
through for us now...bring us our man. Do like the lady 
says, Bar...uh, man, pull over. This is as good a place as 
any. Time to teach this girl a lesson.” 


The car slowed and pulled off on a small drive that led to 
a gate at someone’s farm. There wasn’t a house or another 
car in sight. Judieanne had a horrible sense of dread as she 
was dragged out of the car. There was a ditch on either 
side of the path to the gate. God, help me. 


The first blow forced Judieanne to her knees, the side of 
her face exploding with pain. Blood flew from the cut on 
her cheek and her knees stung. Before she could even think 
of getting away, she was drawn up and hit again, this time 
in the side and she could have sworn she heard a rib break. 
Three of them beat her over and over, while the head guy 
watched, a cold expression on his face. 


She lost track of how many times fists punched her in the 
head, stomach, sides, and even her back. When she lay on 
the ground, they started with their feet and she thought for 
sure she was dead. By the time the three of them rolled her 
into the ditch, she was unconscious. 
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Cole saw a car pull up to the front of the diner as he and 
Mason were getting out of the cruiser. The four men met on 
the sidewalk in front of the diner door and introductions 
were made all around. Cole thought that Paul Garvin and 
Rudy Harrington looked like serious policeman and that 
was just what he wanted. 


“Come on in, men, and Ill introduce you to one of the 
best cooks in the county. Judieanne inherited this place 
from her grandparents and she’s a great lady. She helps a 
lot in the community and has made a home for herself 
here.” Cole opened the door and ushered them in. 

When he stepped in, he noticed right away that there was 
a burning smell. That wasn’t right. 

“Judieanne! Hey, what’s up?” Cole headed for the 
kitchen, hoping she hadn’t had an accident. There was 
smoke coming from the oven. When Cole reached for a mitt 


and opened the door, thick black smoke billowed out, 
causing him to choke. He reached in and pulled out a pan 
of black biscuits, dropping them on the stove. He reached 
to turn it off and as he turned, he noticed the back door 
standing open. 


“Guys! Hey, get in here,” Cole yelled, heading for the 
back door. 


Mason and the two men came through the kitchen door, 
waving away smoke. 


“Cole? Where’s Judieanne? Is she out back?” Mason 
sounded hopeful. 


“No, there’s nothing back here. Something’s wrong. She 
wouldn’t start cooking and leave it to burn, leave the door 
open, and just take off. What could have happened?” Cole 
had a sick feeling in his stomach as he looked at the others. 


Detective Garvin spoke up, asking, “What time does she 
open for business? Could she have run out to get something 
before she opened?” 


“She opens the door when she gets here. I’m usually her 
first customer and no one ever comes in when I’m here. We 
laugh about being the first ones up in the whole town. She 
would have been here at five this morning as usual and I’m 
always here by 5:30. We’ve done it so often it’s like a 
routine.” Cole pointed out to the front room of the diner. 
“The bell rings and by the time I reach my seat at the 
counter, she has my coffee sitting there and bacon and eggs 
are cooking.” 


“There doesn’t seem to have been a struggle here. Is 
there someone we can call, someone who would know 
about her this morning?” Rudy Harrington asked. 


“Not really. She lives in the small house her grandparents 
owned, not far from here. She usually walks to work. Let 
me call Marshall and have him go by there and see if he 
can find any information.” Cole drew out his cell phone and 


dialed Marshall’s number. In seconds, Marshall was on the 
road, sounding worried at the news that she was missing. 
Everyone knew that Judieanne was always at the diner in 
the early mornings. Mason stood, silent, watching as Cole 
went about his business. 


Paul and Rudy stepped out the back door and began 
moving slowly, peering at the ground. 


“Cole, could you come out here?” Paul Garvin yelled. 
Cole ran. 


Paul pointed to the ground and stated, “These tire marks 
look new. This dry dirt back here makes it easy to see them. 
Someone peeled out of here recently. Do you know who 
uses this alley? Does this lady have a car at all?” 


“No. She sold it and put the money into the diner. She 
said she was close enough to walk. Her house is only a 
couple of blocks away.” Cole grabbed his cell when it rang 
and said, “Tell me.” 


His face fell when Marshall told him there was nothing to 
see at the house. It was locked up and nothing appeared 
out of the ordinary. He was on his way to the diner. 


“I know she’s special to you,” Detective Garvin said, “but 
I have to ask. Does she have any enemies? Someone who 
would hurt her?” 


“No! She’s so good to everyone. She’s sweet and kind and 
helpful. I’ve seen her give away meals to those who didn’t 
have enough to pay. I can’t imagine anyone...whoa!” It was 
like a light bulb went off over Cole’s head. 


“What?” Garvin asked. 


“The Hawkins brothers. These two men, Ace and Donnell 
Hawkins, have been hassling her recently, saying she was 
too uppity and didn’t talk nice enough to them. They’re 
rude and, basically, assholes. I’ve been on them more than 


once to treat her with more respect.” He shook his head. 
He couldn’t believe he hadn’t thought of them. 


“Cole, remember what they said yesterday when we were 
here?” Mason asked. “That one said that you would both be 
sorry soon.” 


“That’s right! Good job, Mason.” Cole touched his 
shoulder. 


“They also told you not to get too attached to me. I heard 
them while I was in the kitchen with Judieanne,” Mason 
said, looking at all the men as they stood in the alley. 


“There’s a lot of loose dirt out here that shows lots of 
footprints. It’s impossible to tell, but it looks like several 
big feet and one smaller set over here. The small prints are 
not clear all the time, like maybe someone was dragging 
her along.” Garvin winced as he said it like he knew how it 
would upset Cole. 


“God, Cole, what can we do? How do we find her?” 
Mason asked. 


Before Cole could answer Marshall burst from the door 
into the alley. 


“The biscuits are black. She wouldn’t burn the biscuits. 
They’re black.” Marshall seemed to be in shock. He glared 
at Cole for answers and his eyes widened when Cole shook 
his head. Marshall’s shoulders dropped and he took a deep 
breath. “Okay. Let’s find her. I’m going to call out to the 
Bonners’, just in case.” Marshall shook his head as he 
reached for his cell phone. “Like she’d leave biscuits in the 
oven, her diner open, and just go visiting.” 

Nonetheless, Marshall called Dodge Bonner’s house. He 
was Clearly trying not to alarm anyone out there, but he 
asked if they’d heard from Judieanne today. Dodge 
evidently turned the phone over to Sissy and Marshall was 
now very careful with his questions. 


“Sissy, hey. What are you doing up so early? Really? Wow, 
that’s early. Judieanne would be happy that you’re learning 
to cook with the ladies. Has she called you this morning to 
check on how your lessons are going? No? Okay, Il tell her. 
See you, honey.” Marshall was shaking his head when he 
hung up the phone. 


Cole got them moving, saying, “Let’s lock up here and 
head for the office. We need to spread out and see what we 
can find. I’ll take Mason with me. Marshall, you get Carl; 
he’s on today. Garvin, we’ll give you all a direction to go 
search, too, if you’ll help us out. You’re looking for a young 
pretty black woman, early thirties I’d say, slim, long hair, 
usually pulled back. Probably has on a white apron. The 
men that I believe have her are late twenties, UK blue ball 
caps, and they drive an old red Ford pickup.” 


They both nodded and Cole headed back in through the 
diner. They locked both doors and went to their respective 
vehicles. Cole got on the cell and called the office which 
was only a few blocks away. Cole told Frank to call 
everyone in and get them there as soon as possible. 


“Cole, I’m so sorry. I hope she’s okay. She’s such a good 
lady. I wanted to work with her,” Mason said, his shock and 
fear audible in his subdued voice. 


“We'll find her. Those two idiots know I’d figure it out 
after that threat yesterday. I should have taken it more 
seriously. I thought they were just all big talk. If they hurt 
her, l'll make their lives hell. If they even scare her badly, 
I’m going after them.” Cole was holding the steering wheel 
so tightly he was afraid he’d break it. He forced himself to 
calm down, knowing he had to be steady and careful. 
Judieanne was depending on him. 


At the office, they met Carl and everyone headed into 
Cole’s office where he pulled out a map of the county. 


“Since I’m really thinking it might be the Hawkins 
brothers, Marshall, I want you and Carl to follow me out to 
their place. Garvin, I’m going to ask you and Harrington to 
head out in the other direction, here.” Cole pointed to the 
map. 

Mason spoke up to say, “Excuse me, Cole.” 

“Yeah?” Cole and the others looked to him. 


“If you all will give me your cell phones, I’ll put your all’s 
numbers in each other’s phones so you can talk back and 
forth out there.” 


“Smart man. “ Cole handed his over, took a pen and 
wrote his and Marshall’s numbers down and then handed it 
to Paul Garvin for him to do the same for theirs. With four 
cell phones in hand, Mason stepped out to the front office 
to sit at a desk and program them all so they wouldn’t have 
to worry about communication. 


The other two deputies came in and went into Cole’s 
office to get their orders and it wasn’t long before they 
were all headed out to their cars again. Cole slammed his 
door and started the engine, his heart beating a mile a 
minute. 


Mason reached over and put his hand on Cole’s leg and 
squeezed. Cole covered it and squeezed back, 
acknowledging the support, then took hold of the wheel 
and they headed out. 


“Do you think they would have taken her back to their 
place?” Mason asked. 


“Truthfully, I doubt it. They know I’d look there first. But, 
they’re not all that bright. We’ll see. This isn’t like 
Deerville. We don’t have kidnappings and that kind of 
thing.” Cole didn’t know what to hope for. Surely to God, 
those two wouldn’t beat or rape her. He couldn’t help but 
worry about that, but he prayed it was just a case of trying 
to show her they were tired of not being respected in the 


manner they expected. They were just going to scare her 
and then let her go. Please, God. 


The two cars flew down the dusty road that led to the 
Hawkins’ place and Cole’s heart sank when he saw Ace 
come out to meet them as soon as they stopped. 


“Well, hey, Sheriff, aren’t you comin’ to call kinda early? 
We just got up. Hey, Donnell, come ‘ere. We got company. 
It’s the sheriff and his new boy toy. I figured you’d still be 
eatin’ breakfast, Sheriff Winters,” Ace said. 


Was that a smirk on his face? Damn it! Was that a sneer 
when he mentioned breakfast? 


“Ace, Donnell, you boys been to town this morning?” Cole 
asked. All four of them were out of their cars now, heading 
for the two brothers. 


“Naw, I told you, we just got up. Somethin’ wrong with 
your hearing, Cole? Why are you boys out here hassling 
honest citizens this morning? Hell, you got damn near the 
whole force here,” Ace said, and this time Cole had no 
doubt there was a smirk on the bastard’s face. 


“Hawkins, I will tear you limb from limb, do you hear me? 
What do you know about Judieanne being missing? You 
threatened her just yesterday, right to my face. You better 
tell me right now!” Cole had had it with talking. He knew 
he was losing it, but couldn’t help it. They were losing time. 


To his credit, Ace did look surprised. His eyes got big and 
he said, “What the hell are you talkin’ about? We ain’t seen 
your precious Judieanne today. You’re the one that has to 
beat feet over there first thing every morning. People talk, 
ya know. We usually go by about lunch time, but the bitch is 
so hateful to us, we decided to quit goin’ in. Ain’t that right, 
Donnell?” 


“Yep. Not going back. Bitch don’t like us.” Donnell was 
blunt and to the point. 


“Keep a civil tongue in your head. I swear, Ace, if you 
have anything to do with her being missing, I’ll be back for 
you.” Cole meant it. 


“Can you threaten me like that? Isn’t that against some 
law or somethin’?” Ace was grinning now, obviously not in 
the least concerned about the whereabouts of Judieanne 
Daily. 

“So help me...” Cole started for Ace, but Marshall and 
Mason both grabbed him and he stood while Ace laughed 
out loud. 


“Get off my land. I told you we been here all morning, so 
you got nothin’ else to say. Now git.” 


They got, with Cole muttering threats and imprecations 
the whole way back down the road. 


“Where could she be? Who else would have taken her? It 
doesn’t make any sense!” Cole could not think of anyone 
who would want to hurt Judieanne. When they got to the 
end of the long road leading to the Hawkins’ house, Cole 
stopped the car and waited for Marshall. 


Once again they all got out of the cars and met at the 
trunk of Cole’s. There weren’t that many different roads 
out of town. Cole sent Marshall and Carl out one of them 
and he said he’d go out the road that led to the high school 
and beyond. With the detectives on one road, and Brad and 
Sully on another, they had them all covered. And no word 
yet from anyone. 
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Ace and Donnell Hawkins waited for a half hour and then 
headed to the old Jackson place to meet with the men. 
Evidently they’d already taken care of Miss High-and- 
Mighty Daily. Now he and Donnell had to find a way to grab 
the cutie pie that was riding shotgun with Cole Winters, 
probably in more ways than one, Ace thought, sneering. 


Ace made sure there were no other cars on the road 
before he headed up to the old Jackson farmhouse. He 
drove around back and saw that the four men were sitting 
on the back step, drinking beer and laughing. 


“I hear someone is missing from the diner this morning. 
You boys out early today?” Ace asked, smiling at the 
success of his plan. 


“Taken care of. She won’t be rude to anyone for a long 
time, if ever. I’d say she learned her lesson, wouldn’t you, 
Ronnie?” Bart said, snickering. 


“No doubt about it. We did our part, now it’s up to you to 
bring us the man with the sheriff. We’re getting real tired 
of waitin’ for you to do your part, though. It’s hot as hell. 
We’re bored to death out here. Tired of the same old food 
and hiding, not being able to go out anywhere. You bring us 


that boy, now. We’ll be waitin’.” Ronnie was not one for 
patience. 


“Well, they’re all scattered over the county now looking 
for Miss Judieanne, so we’ll have to wait for our chance, 
but we’ll do it. Don’t you worry none.” 


Donnell looked at the four men and asked, “Where is she? 
What did you do with her?” 


“Do you really want to know?” Ronnie asked. 


Ace spoke up and answered for Donnell. “No. We don’t 
want to know so we won’t have any answers if they come 
looking again. Good job, guys. We’ll get your man for you. 
He does seem close with the sheriff. You might want to take 
him out of the county. If Cole catches you after you do 
something to his new friend, you’ll be in a heap of trouble.” 

“T thought you said he was a joke,” Ronnie said. 

“Well, yeah, on the whole. But he seems pretty close to 
this guy and I can’t speak for what he’ll do. He was in the 
army. He’s got skills, but they’re probably rusty after 
working in this slow place. We’re going to head out. I'll let 


you know when we’re able to grab your man.” Ace turned 
and Donnell followed him back to their truck. 


As they got back out on the road, Ace said, chuckling a 
little, “I’m getting kinda hungry. Shame we can’t get 
anything at the diner in town, huh? Wonder how long she’ll 
be out for. I bet they scared the shit out o’ her. Miss Fancy 
Pants, too good for regular folks.” 


“Yeah, now maybe she'll be a little nicer to us when we 
go in for lunch. I could sure use some of her pie, though. 
She is a good cook, Ace.” Donnell thought more about 
personal satisfaction than respect. 


“You and your pie. Let’s go see if Dodge wants to go 
fishin’. He probably wants to get out of that house full of 
old women and babies. Bet it’s drivin’ him crazy,” Ace said, 
turning to go out Lisbon Road. 


Ace reached for the radio to see if he could get anything 
to come in on the damned thing. It only worked in good 
weather, and if it wanted to. He wasn’t paying attention, so 
when Donnell yelled, “Stop the truck!” Ace nearly ran off 
the road. Slamming on the brakes, he reached out to 
Donnell instead and whacked his arm. 


“What the hell, Donnell? You crazy? What are you tryin’ 
to do, cause me to wreck us?” 


When Ace looked at Donnell more closely he saw that his 
brother had turned white and was breathing hard, his eyes 
wide as saucers. 

“What’s the matter? You sick? You gonna puke? You 
better get out if you are.” Ace tried to reach past Donnell to 
open the passenger door. 

“B-back there. I saw somethin’. Ace. Ace, back up, slow, 
and pull over. Oh shit, Ace.” 

“Donnell, what are you talkin’ about? What did you see?” 
Ace didn’t have time for this nonsense. 


Donnell found some backbone somewhere and said 
roughly, “Just do it. Back up.” 


Ace shook his head, but put the truck in reverse and 
started backing up slowly. 


Donnell said, “Now. Stop. Put your flashers on. Oh God. 
Shit.” Donnell was out of the truck in a flash and Ace still 
didn’t know what he’d seen. Had they hit a dog or 
something? He didn’t think so. He set the flashers and got 
out of the truck and when he went around the back of it he 
saw that Donnell was down in the ditch. 


“Donnell, what...Holy Mother of God!” Ace thought he 
might just puke himself. 


“Ace,” Donnell stared to his brother, fear and shock on his 
face, “look what they did to her! Is she dead? God, she’s 
got to be dead. They killed her. Did you tell them to kill 
her? I thought they were just going to scare her a little. I’m 
afraid to touch her to see if she’s alive. Jesus, I ain’t never 
seen anybody so beat up...and she’s a woman! Oh God. 
Cole’s gonna think we did this!” Donnell began to shake. 


Ace took about one second to think about running and 
never stopping, but he knew in that instant that he would 
have to never stop, because Cole Winters would hunt him 
down like the dog he was. This was his fault. 


“You got your cell phone on you? I left mine charging in 
the kitchen. Give it here,” Ace said, reaching out when 
Donnell pulled it out of his pants pocket. 


“Who you calling? Are we going to jail? They’ll think we 
did this. Oh God. I never wanted her beat up.” Donnell had 
tears now, running down his face as he gazed down at the 
battered body of Judieanne Daily. She had landed in the 
ditch face up and Donnell stood over her in abject terror, 
his eyes bulging. 

“Bend down and see if she’s got a pulse. Do it, Donnell, 
right now. I got to know.” 


Ace dialed the sheriff’s office and when the dispatcher 
answered, he didn’t waste time. 


“Yeah, Frank, this is Ace Hawkins. You need to send Cole 
out here on Lisbon Road. Send an ambulance too. We done 
found Judieanne Daily and she’s beat up bad. Tell them to 
hurry. Donnell says she’s got a pulse, but I ain’t swearin’ on 
how long she’ll be alive. Hell, of course we’ll stay here.” He 
slapped the phone shut and knew as he did that his life 
would never be the same. 


Ace stepped down into the ditch and bent close to look at 
her. There was no way he would touch her or try to move 
her at all. It looked like part of her face was broken and 
bleeding. Her left arm was swollen and darker down close 
to her wrist. Her lips were puffy, one was split and blood 
was dried now on her chin and neck. Both eyes were 
swollen shut. He could tell now that she was breathing, but 
just barely. He figured her ribs might be broke too, which 
might be why she was not able to take good breaths. Her 
usually-white apron was splattered with blood, dried in the 
sun, and looking like she worked in a butcher’s shop 
instead of a diner. 


“We can’t touch her or move her, Donnell. We don’t know 
what might be broke and it would hurt her more. They say 
don’t move people when they’re in accidents. We’ll wait for 
the ambulance and Cole will know what to do.” Ace began 
to feel a steady shaking take over his body as he looked at 
the severe damage done to this woman. God forgive him, 
he never meant for this to happen. 


“What are we gonna do, Ace? Cole’ll kill us his self when 
he sees her. He’s crazy about her. You know that. What 
should we do?” Donnell had always looked to his older 
brother for direction and now was no different. 


“There’s no way we can run away from this, Donnell. We 
tell the truth. We got no choice. We didn’t want this. If we 


live through this, we might end up in jail for a while, but we 
didn’t mean her this kind of harm.” Ace stared at Donnell 
and saw that he was listening to him, nodding. He’d do 
whatever Ace told him to do. “Cole might shoot us first and 
ask questions later. I can’t really say I’d blame him. God, 
Donnell, look at her. All of a sudden being pissed at her 
attitude seems stupid. Nobody deserves this.” 


Both their heads jerked up as they heard sirens. Ace 
crawled back up the side of the ditch and waved his hands 
as he saw the sheriff’s car and, not far behind it, the 
ambulance. He pointed at Cole and indicated that he 
should drive on around in front of their truck, which would 
let the ambulance park closer to where she was lying. 


Ace knew that Cole and Mason were getting out of the 
car, but he headed for the ambulance to tell them, “Get 
everything you’ve got. She’s hurt really bad. We didn’t 
touch her or move her at all, but she’s got broken stuff. 
She’s barely breathin’. Hurry!” 

Ace Hawkins grew up and became a man that day. 
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Cole’s heart was beating a mile a minute as he saw Ace 
Hawkins waving at him in the middle of Lisbon Road. He 
pulled on around Ace’s truck and parked, letting the 
ambulance pull in right behind Ace’s truck. He and Mason 
were out of the car immediately and he heard Mason’s gasp 
as he was on the side closest to the ditch and saw her first. 
Mason’s quiet, “Oh Jesus,” scared Cole more than anything. 


When he got around the car and saw Judieanne lying in 
the ditch, bleeding and swollen and bruised, he thought 
he’d lose what sanity he had. He couldn’t, though. Not now. 
He slid down the side of the ditch and made his way to her 
quickly. Donnell was standing there, tears on his face and 
he looked up to see Ace now standing on the road, looking 


down at them. Rage like none he’d known before took over 
him. Before he could say anything or move, Ace spoke. 


“We didn’t do this, Cole. We just now found her. We were 
on our way to Dodge’s to see if he wanted to go fishin’. 
Donnell saw her. We stopped and I called it in. I swear it. 
Get over it now, you got to see to her.” 


Cole had never heard Ace sound so quiet and subdued 
and logical, but he was right. 


He knelt and touched Judieanne’s hair. “Judieanne, can 
you hear me? Honey, it’s Cole.” 


He could hear the medical team approaching with a 
stretcher and a big bag. Cole stood, drew Donnell away and 
let them do what they could for her. It was all he could do 
to hold himself together. My God, he’d never seen anyone 
beat up so bad. God knew he’d seen worse in the war, but 
that was different from the cruelty of beating a woman like 
this. He didn’t know that tears were running down his face 
too. Cole felt Mason, right behind him, place his hand on 
the small of his back, touching, rubbing, offering support. 


He watched as the man and woman in blue uniforms 
began to work. The woman, Marty, was checking 
Judieanne’s breathing and touching around her neck. The 
man, Randy, was moving his hands very carefully over her 
body, looking for breaks and any other trauma. 


He stood, frozen, listening to the litany of injuries as the 
two spoke back and forth, reporting as they found each 
one. 


“Probable cheek fracture, maybe jaw, couple of loose 
teeth, airway clear. I’ll get some oxygen going. How about 
her ribs? Yeah, I figured, how many, you think? Yeah? 
Three’s enough.” 

From Randy, “Multiple contusions all along her legs, no 
breaks on them. Left arm, near wrist, possible break. 
There’s probably more on her back. No evidence of rape or 


sexual battering. Get a line in and we'll get her ona 
stretcher and on the way in. I’m glad Creason’s on today.” 


Cole watched and waited to see if there was any way he 
could help. When they were ready to put her on the board, 
he, Mason, Ace, and Donnell all stepped up to gently take 
hold of her where they told them to in order to place her as 
gently as possible onto the flat board. They’d placed a neck 
brace on her and there was now an oxygen mask on her 
face. 


Randy handed the IV bag to Mason and told him to hold it 
up and keep up with them as they scrambled out of the 
ditch so they could put the board onto a stretcher. 
Judieanne never woke through all of this and Cole could 
only think it was a good thing that she was out. The pain 
must have been terrible. Hell, when he thought of the fear 
she must have endured, as well as the pain, he almost 
couldn’t breathe. 


Another siren split the air before they got any further and 
Marshall’s cruiser came to a screeching halt and he was 
out the door almost before it stopped. Running up to the 
back of the ambulance, he damn near turned into a white 
man as he saw the shape that Judieanne was in. 


“Oh dear God. Is she? No, she’s not, there’s oxygen on 
her. What? Is there...” Marshall watched as they got the 
stretcher to the back door and settled in. The two 
paramedics climbed in and Marshall just climbed in with 
them. It was crowded and they tried to tell him he couldn’t 
go with them, but he simply said, “I’m not leaving. Go! 
Now.” 


Carl walked up and Cole told him to drive the cruiser to 
the hospital. He moved so he could help the ambulance get 
turned around, using the small turn out to the farmer’s 
gate, and headed back to town. 


He turned now to Ace and Donnell, who stood together at 
the back of their truck. He wanted to hit somebody so bad 
he could taste it. It must have been in his eyes because Ace 
stood taller as he approached. 


“I know, but Cole I swear we didn’t want this to happen. I 
Swear, we’re not runnin’. We’ll follow you to the hospital 
and Ill tell you all about it.” 


“You know what happened? You said you didn’t do this!” 
Cole’s anger flared and his fists clenched. 


“We didn’t do it, but I think it’s our fault. I think. I know,” 
Ace ducked his head, then shook it and raised it again. “I 
swear, Cole, I swear, we didn’t mean her this kind of hurt. 
Let’s just go. I know you want to get to the hospital. We’ll 
come too. We’ll even drive in between your two cars. We’re 
not gonna run. Il tell you everything. We feel real bad 
about this.” 

Donnell nodded and repeated, “Real bad.” 

The caravan headed to the hospital with Cole and 
Mason’s cruiser leading, Ace and Donnell’s truck in the 
middle, and Carl driving Marshall’s cruiser in the back. 
There was a lot of praying going on in all the vehicles. 


Chapter Nine 


As soon as Cole and Mason walked in the emergency 
room, a nurse met them. 


“Come with me, she woke up and won’t let the doctor do 
anything until she talks to you. She’s afraid she’ll be 
sedated and won’t be able to talk. If this is Mason, she said 
you both have to come.” 


Cole and Mason looked at each other as they followed the 
nurse back to a cubicle where there were two other nurses 
and Dr. Creason working around Judieanne’s bed. 


“Doctor?” Cole said quietly. 


“Cole, thank God you're here. I’ve never seen anyone so 
badly hurt refuse treatment. Get over there and see what’s 
so damned important that she won’t let us help her. Make it 
quick. She’s in distress, but it only gets worse if we try to 
do anything.” Dr. Creason pushed Cole toward the head of 
the bed, closer to Judieanne. 


“Honey, it’s Cole. What can I do?” Cole leaned down to 
her and saw her try to open one eye. No way was the other 
one going to be open for a while. He could barely see part 
of her eye. God, she looked bad. “Take your time. Tell me. 
Who did this?” 


Through cracked lips, a small hoarse voice came, saying, 
“F-four men. Masks on. Three h-h-hit me, one watched.” 
She paused and seemed to be thinking for a moment. “One 
is Bart, I think...said make sure I wouldn’t dis—disrespect a 
man a-again.” She closed her eye and tried to take a 


breath, but a whimper escaped. Cole pulled back, but felt 
her clutch his hand with hers so he stayed. 


“Honey, you’ve got to let them treat you. You’re in bad 
shape. I know who did this now. Let me take care of it, you 
let them take care of you.” 


Cole leaned to kiss her forehead, but heard her say, 
“More...wait, please.” 


Cole looked at the doctor, who looked frustrated and 
eager to begin working on her injuries, but nodded his 
assent. 


“Okay, what is it, Judieanne?” Cole whispered by her face. 


“Watch M-Mason. They said something ‘bout, wait... let 
me think... those boys better come through... bring our 
man now. Cole, they’re going to come after Mason...I think 
the Haw-Hawkins are the boys...they weren’t there...but... 
watch Mason. Don’t let them get him. You like hi-him a lot.” 


Doctor Creason was out of patience. “That’s enough now. 
You’ve got to let us help her, Cole. Tell her.” 


“Thank you Judieanne. You did good. I promise Ill take 
care of Mason. Thank you for thinking of him for me, and 
you’re right. You do everything they tell you now, you hear? 
For me, please. Think about nothing but getting well. I love 
you, hon.” Cole saw a tear slide out of her eye and roll 
down into her hair. She squeezed his hand a little and he 
stepped back. 


There was a flurry of motion as the emergency personnel 
got busy. They were cutting her clothes and passing 
information back and forth as Cole and Mason stepped out 
of the room. Cole collapsed against the wall and Mason 
stepped right up against him and hugged him. It seemed 
Mason didn’t care about anyone seeing them and right now 
Cole didn’t, either. He needed that hug more than he’d ever 
needed anything before. 


They stood for a minute, holding onto each other tightly 
as shock, fear, and anger eased into calm, planning, and, 
well, anger. That one might be around for a while. Cole 
heard Mason mumble something and he said, “Hmm?” 


“It’s my fault. They followed me here.” Mason was 
swimming in guilt, his voice rife with it. 

“Hell, this isn’t your fault any more than it’s mine for 
being her friend and going in her diner all the time and 
calling out the Hawkins boys for being rude. Let’s go get 
this figured out. Stay close to me.” 


“Nobody’s going to get me, Cole. I trust you.” 


“That, too. But, I just need you near me. I’m a little 
freaked.” It was a little hard for Cole to admit that, but with 
all he’d seen and done in the service and on the force, he’d 
never seen a good friend, a woman friend, beaten this 
badly. This level of cruelty burned deep. 


They walked out to the waiting room and he was 
surprised to find it filled with people. There were several 
people from the church, Marshall and Carl, Detectives 
Garvin and Harrington, Brad and Sully, and sitting alone in 
the corner, Ace and Donnell Hawkins. Everyone stood when 
they entered. 


“Tm not going to lie to you. Judieanne’s in bad shape. She 
was kidnapped and beaten very badly and left in a ditch 
like trash. I know who did it and I’m going to take my men 
now and we’re going to find them. I’m counting on you all,” 
Cole looked at the ladies from the church, “to stay here and 
let me know what happens. They’ll be working with her for 
a while because she has a lot of injuries. I’ll check back 
with you ladies soon, okay?” 

The group of ladies clustered together in the front of the 
waiting room, letting him gather his men around him. He 
told them how it was going to be. 


“Brad and Sully, you take Ace and Donnell in with you in 
your cruiser. Carl, you take their truck to the back of the 
office. Detectives, if you’ll meet me at the office, we will 
convene there to get this plan in motion. Mason stays with 
me at all times, understood?” Cole scanned the group as 
they all nodded and he noticed that neither of the Hawkins 
boys argued or said a word. They just walked out between 
Brad and Sully and got into the back of the cruiser. 


As he drove to the office with Mason, Cole said, “I just 
know this is going to go from bad to worse. I don’t get why 
the four men who trailed you here went after Judieanne like 
that. I don’t know that she ever saw them before. Are they 
prejudiced, just cruel, or psychotic?” Cole had the 
beginnings of a very bad headache. 


“I think, from what Judieanne said, that they traded off 
targets. Remember her saying that they told her she 
wouldn’t disrespect men again? That’s the Hawkins’ beef 
with her. Then she said that they said something about one 
of them saying the boys better come through for them. 
Maybe the Hawkins brothers were supposed to grab me in 
return for them getting to her,” Mason said. 


Cole came in with, “That’s got to be it. Which means 
those two set her up for this. That’s why they’re riding in 
another car. I want to do to them what they arranged for 
her. Damn them! It’s unthinkable. Honestly, I can’t quite 
wrap my head around anyone doing that to someone who is 
sweet and compassionate and never hurts anyone. God, 
this world...” 


Again, Mason’s hand rested on his thigh in a show of 
silent support. He covered it and twined their fingers 
together, drawing strength from the touch. There is good in 
the world, see? 


Back at the office and in the interest of saving time, Cole 
led them all to the conference room. It was the largest 


room they had and he wanted everyone in there. They 
would be arresting Ace and Donnell Hawkins, but right now 
he needed their help to catch the other four men. They 
would make this work for right now. 


When everyone was seated, Cole making sure that 
Marshall was nowhere near the Hawkins, he began, “I’m 
going around and around the law in several ways here. Ace 
and Donnell Hawkins, I am going to arrest you because I 
know you are part of this. Know that. But I can’t think 
about that now. We have to find out where these men are, 
what they’re planning, and how to not only stop them, but 
arrest them.” Cole saw both of them react slightly to the 
news, but it didn’t seem like it was a surprise to them. 


He went on. “I’m going to do some fast talking to bring 
everyone here up to speed. Usually prisoners would not be 
part of this, but we need them right now, so listen up.” Cole 
introduced the two Chicago detectives and went on to tell 
them why Mason was here, why the men followed him, and 
why the detectives had come down. 


“These men are cold-blooded murderers. Mason saw 
them kill one young man, and I think with some 
investigation based on information from him, we'll find they 
have committed others. Officers Garvin and Harrington are 
here to take them back for the murder of Robin...” He 
paused, not remembering, right off hand, Robin’s last 
name. 


Mason spoke up and provided, “McClure.” 


Detective Garvin spoke up. “Robin McClure, twenty-one, 
student, gay, beaten to death.” 

Mason said quietly, “I saw them kill him, and they came 
back when I went to him after they drove off and they saw 
me and worse, I saw them.” 

In a few sentences Cole explained about his friend in the 
war and how he’d sent Mason to Deerville, asking for help 


from Cole. 


“One more thing, in the interest of full disclosure. I 
fought in Afghanistan with Jason Davenport and consider 
him a friend. I’ve come to care a great deal for Mason. 
Nothing is going to happen to him under my watch. Now 
let’s get to it. Right now, I want Ace Hawkins talking. No 
one interrupts or moves, no matter what he says, got it?” 
Cole glanced all around the room, but focused on Marshall, 
who was holding his clenched fists on the table in front of 
him. Cole saw the small nod of Marshall’s head. It was 
enough. 


Ace began with words that weren’t news to anyone who 
knew him. “I’ve been an asshole most of my life. I got no 
excuse and I know I’m going to jail, and me and Donnell, 
we both should, for the part we had in this. I swear to you 
all that we never meant that woman any real harm. When 
those guys showed up, I was showin’ off and spoutin’ off 
like I always do, Mr. Big Shot. God, I’m so sorry.” Cole 
wanted to tell him to hurry up, but held his tongue for the 
time being. He noticed Donnell sitting quietly, tears in his 
eyes. 

“Anyway, they showed up right after Cole had just 
dressed me down for not treatin’ Miss Judieanne with 
respect. And he was right. I was cussin’ in front of kids and 
treatin’ her like dirt, like I accused her of doin’ to me. I see 
it all now.” Ace never took his eyes from Cole’s, as if 
knowing he was the one he owed the most. “Standing in 
that ditch and seeing what those men did to her, I thought I 
would die right there. We never meant for anything like 
that to happen. We were just bitchin’ to those guys about 
how there was this woman in town at the diner who was 
always treatin’ us like crap and she should be taught a 
lesson about how to treat people.” 


“Did you tell them to grab her and rough her up?” Cole 
asked. 


“No sir. We were just talkin’ and the one that runs that 
outfit, Ronnie, said as how maybe we could help each other 
out. He was lookin’ to get hold of Mason here for somethin’ 
he did to them up north, was what he said. Since they 
couldn’t get near you all, we made a deal where we’d grab 
Mason and take him to them and they’d grab her and scare 
her. Or I thought that’s all they’d do.” Ace drew off his UK 
ball cap and ran his hand over his head, scrubbing hard, 
shaking a little as he put the cap back on. 


“Hell, Cole, I thought they’d just take her out back and 
yell at her and tell her to treat people right no matter who 
they were and that would be that.” 


“Got more than you bargained for, huh, Ace?” 


“Yes, sir. After you left our place this morning we went 
over to where they’re stayin’, uh, at the old Jackson place. 
They’re parked in the back. They were all out back laughin’ 
and drinkin’ beer. They said they’d done their part and she 
wouldn’t be disrespectin’ men for a long time. Ronnie said 
now we had to hold up our end of the bargain. I told him 
that you were stayin’ pretty close to Mason here and that 
I’d let him know as soon as we’d been able to grab him. I’m 
supposed to get back with him tomorrow, hopefully with 
Mason. They’re layin’ low. That’s it. That’s all, I swear.” 


Ace took a deep breath, looking all around the room now, 
seeing men who had been good all their lives, who worked 
for the good of others, and he said the rest with a shaky 
voice. “Except I can tell you this, standing in that ditch with 
her, waiting for you all to get there, I almost hoped you’d 
shoot me on sight. I never, ever, wanted something like that 
to happen. I swear it. I know we'll be goin’ away, and that’s 
only right, but if you want my help catchin’ those men, you 
got it. I’m an asshole, Cole, but I’m not an animal that 
beats on women and kills people.” Now there were tears 
swimming in Ace’s eyes. 


Cole knew he should feel some sort of compassion or 
something for a man who had finally found out what being 
a man really meant, but it had come a little too late for 
Judieanne. Cole was all out of sympathy. But he couldn’t 
take out his anger on Ace and Donnell now. Ace was right. 
He had to work with him until they caught the men. 


“Tell me everything you know about them. Start with 
names,” Cole said. Almost as one, every officer at the table 
pulled out a tablet and started writing as the questions and 
answers came fast and furious. Cole learned that Ronnie 
Skaggs and Bart Fanning were the head guys, with Ronnie 
running the show. Judieanne had mentioned a Bart. The 
other two were Billy Johnson and Tony Carson. They had 
set up camp at the old Jackson place with sleeping bags 
and lanterns, coolers and food. They didn’t plan on staying 
any longer than they needed to. They just wanted Mason, 
and then they would get out of town. 


“Oh, that first night we worked on changing their car for 
them. We painted it and changed the plates. Now they have 
a Kentucky license and the car is a dark navy blue. It was 
lighter before. Uh,” Ace looked at Donnell and then back to 
Cole, “when we talked to them this morning after you left 
our place, they were gettin’ real tired of waiting for us to 
bring them Mason here.” Ace pointed to Mason. ”They 
were griping about being hot and bored, so they’re 
probably feelin’ pretty mean.” 


“You mean meaner than killing several people in Chicago 
and then beating Judieanne near to death? Meaner than 
that?” Marshall spoke up for the first time and Cole let him 
get by with it. The look on both Ace and Donnell’s faces 
was worth letting Marshall lose the professionalism for a 
moment. They deserved to feel the guilt. 

“Well, it seems to me we ought to give them what they 
want. Mason, you up for being bait?” Cole glanced at 
Mason with a gleam in his eye. 


Mason’s eyes got big and he said, “Sure. If it will let you 
catch them. Just be close, huh?” 


“Don’t you doubt it,” Cole said, with a soft look passed 
back to Mason. 


“What next, Sheriff?” Marshall said, carefully not looking 
at Ace and Donnell. 


“I think we’ll plan on doing this tomorrow. We need to 
plan on exactly when and where. The end result will be Ace 
and Donnell showing up at the Jackson place with Mason, 
just like they want. What they don’t know is that the woods 
will be crawling with cops and their little spree is over.” 


“What about those two?” Marshall asked, pointing in the 
Hawkins’ direction. 


“Well, we can’t lock them up or those guys will get 
suspicious if they do come out looking, but I don’t know as 
how I trust them just walking around. Besides, half the 
town would be ready to lynch them if word gets out they 
had anything to do with this...and it won’t be hard to make 
the connection,” Cole said, thinking on the problem. 


“T have a suggestion,” Paul Garvin said. 
“Let’s hear it,” Cole replied. 


“We’ll take them back to the motel, sort of protective 
custody for the night. That will keep them off the streets 
and away from the men we’re looking for. In the morning, 
we'll set it up for them to produce Mason after we all get in 
position. How many men can you have in the woods around 
the house? I’m thinking these men are not going to go 
quietly,” Paul said. 

“Good idea. We’ll do that. And I’ve got a couple of calls to 
make. By morning Ill have two other sheriffs and couple of 
state troopers here. We’re taking no chances.” 

Harrington spoke up. “May be overkill, but better safe 
than sorry. Good enough.” 


“If you'll sit on those two, I can get back to the hospital to 
check on Judieanne and there are other errands that need 
my attention. First, I want Mason to go with you two and 
give you more of his information on other deaths he heard 
about that might be attributed to these men. It will help in 
your investigation and it’s the reason you all came down in 
the first place. You three stay in here; Ace and Donnell, 
you’re in a cell until time to go with them, the rest of you, 
my office, now.” 

While Mason talked to the two detectives in the 
conference room, Cole sent Marshall to the hospital to wait 
for news of Judieanne, knowing the man was a powder keg 
right now and needed to be with people who would have a 
calming effect on him. He sent Brad and Sully to watch the 
Jackson house. He didn’t want to be surprised if they 
decided to come out and try something on their own. Both 
of his men were local and they could get close without 
being seen and they’d be the best two for that job. Carl was 
to patrol around town and keep his eyes open for anything 
out of the ordinary. 


When his office cleared out, he sat, rubbing the back of 
his head, pain now throbbing as he finally eased it down to 
his desk. What he wouldn’t give for some quiet time with 
Mason, and his hands, and his mouth, and his loving heart. 
Right now, a loving heart would go a long way. 


“Cole?” Mason’s voice was quiet, at the door. “They’re 
writing up notes and making some calls before they get the 
brothers. Want me to leave you alone?” 


“No. I want you to close and lock that door and come 
here for just a minute. I need you so much. Just a minute of 
peace. My head hurts so bad I think it’s going to explode.” 


“Aw, man.” Mason locked the door and stepped around 


the desk. He pulled Cole’s shoulders up until he was sitting 
up straight and stood behind him. Putting his hands on the 


top of Cole’s head, he started a soft massage that covered 
the top and sides, but then focused on the back, and Cole 
shuddered out a sigh of release. Mason tipped Cole’s head 
down and ran his fingers down the back of his neck and up 
to the base of his skull. Easing around to the front, Mason 
gently rubbed the temples and up to the forehead. Cole 
leaned his head back against Mason’s chest and sighed his 
content. 


“Thank you. That was wonderful, and all we have time 
for. I shall, with great delight, repay you later. I can’t tell 
you how much I needed that, needed you.” Cole took hold 
of Mason’s hand and drew him around to the side of his 
Chair then pulled him down onto his lap. 


“Are you sure you're okay with the plan for tomorrow? I 
Swear you will be so well-covered that they won’t get a 
chance to hurt you. I’ve seen all the shows where they use 
someone for bait and then it blows up in their faces, but I 
won't let that happen to you. I can hide close enough for 
them to step on me without them seeing me. Il be right 
there. Nothing will happen to you. I’d never...” 


“Hey, enough. I have no doubt you will protect me and I’d 
love to be in on catching them. It feels right, you know, to 
get justice for Judieanne and Robin. Like I said, we weren't 
great friends, but I knew him. We talked. I’m in.” 


Before they could go on there was a knock at the door. 
Mason was up and over to it, unlocking it before Cole could 
think twice about what they would have looked like if the 
door had opened. 


The two detectives took Ace and Donnell out the back 
way and put them down in the back of their car so they 
could get out to the motel without them being seen. Cole 
would have one of the deputies take them all food later. 


“Let’s go see about Judieanne and while I’m there I’ll see 
how Karen Bonner’s doing too. I think I’d enjoy a visit to 


their house. It would be nice to hold a baby right now, 
huh?” Cole said. 


“Yeah, or a puppy,” Mason teased. 


“Yeah, that would be really nice. We’ll sneak in a quick 
trip to let Festus out and grab a hug. You can play fetch 
with him. That won’t take long.” Cole teased right back. 


The day went as planned and Cole was thankful for the 
calmness. In between the errands he’d planned, he would 
make calls to the state troopers near Deerville and to a 
couple of friends he’d made since becoming sheriff. The 
sheriffs in neighboring counties could be counted on. He 
was having everyone meet at the motel where the 
detectives were staying since it was the opposite side of 
town from the old Jackson place. He didn’t want any of the 
four men coming into town for supplies or something and 
finding an army of policemen milling around. 


At the hospital, Marshall was the first person they saw 
and he looked like he was ready to lose it completely. Cole 
felt for him. He walked right to him and grabbed him fora 
hug. Marshall was so distraught that he was shaking. 


“Marshall, man, what is it? Is she worse? Has something 
happened?” Cole was picking up the distress and his 
headache was making itself known again. 


“She can’t open her eyes. She’s scared to death, Cole, 
because she can’t see and every sound is freaking her out. I 
had to leave for a minute.” Marshall stepped back and ran 
a hand over his face. “The three ladies from church are 
with her now and Ill go back, but I had to get out because I 
didn’t want to scare her any more than she was. She’s 
never going to be the same. She’s not like her old self, 

Cole, she’s so afraid and it’s making her mad that she is. I 
don’t know how to help her. We haven’t really, I mean, I 
wanted to...” Marshall trailed off, just standing there with 


Cole and Mason, his eyes darting around, and it was 
obvious that he was trying hard not to tear up. 


“I know. I think it’s time you stepped up and let her know 
how you feel. Is she awake now?” Cole asked. 


“Yes. She’s afraid to go to sleep. It’s sick, Cole. Just sick 
what they did to her. And all because of those fucking 
Hawkins brothers and their big mouths.” Marshall’s fury 
was Surprising, only because he was the most calm and 
serene man Cole had ever known. This was the first time 
Cole had ever heard him cuss. Ever. 


“You have to promise me that you won’t go all vigilante 
on me and go after them. They'll pay, and I think they know 
it and are ready for it. This is not what they wanted to 
happen and while I’m not excusing them for their part in it, 
they didn’t touch her. That’s on the gang from Chicago.” 


Marshall nodded, looking down. 


Taking Marshall’s shoulder and getting his full attention 
for the next part, Cole said, “If you want to be in on the 
plan in the morning, you will promise me now that you will 
not take a chance on messing things up by interfering in 
any way with Ace and Donnell. They have to look and act 
like they approve of what happened and that they’re 
bringing Mason out like they’d planned. Promise me now.” 


“Yes sir. I believed them when they said they were sorry 
and didn’t mean for this to happen, but if they’d kept their 
mouths shut in the first place...” He took a deep breath and 
said, “Okay, I swear I won’t say anything to them or touch 
them.” Marshall drew himself up, calmer now, steadier. “Go 
see her, Cole, you might be able to reassure her that she’s 
safe now. She trusts you.” 


Cole grabbed Mason’s hand and drew him down the hall 
to Judieanne’s room. He greeted the three elderly ladies 
who sat around the bed, each touching Judieanne 
somewhere, grounding her. 


“Hello, ladies. Hey, Judieanne, I see you’ve got a lot of 
sweet visitors. Ladies, can I ask you to step out and talk 
with Marshall a minute? Try to get him to eat or drink 
something. I doubt if he’s going to leave here today, and 
that’s fine, but I need him healthy, okay?” Cole knew they 
would jump at any chance to be of service and he hadn’t 
really made that up. 


Cole went around to the right side and took her hand 
lightly. Mason sat down on her left side and touched her 
arm, up near her shoulder, away from most of the bruising. 


“It’s me, Miss Judieanne, Mason. I’m so sorry this 
happened to you. As soon as we catch those guys, and you 
know Cole will, can I come in and help you in the diner? I 
already told Cole that’s what I’d like to do. I love to cook. I 
promise I’m a good student and I can learn to cook 
Southern if you’ll teach me.” 


Cole was relieved to see a tiny smile start on Judieanne’s 
lips before it stopped and she sucked in a breath due to the 
pain on her torn lip and then again when she took that 
deep breath. 


“Easy now, darlin’,” Cole said, sitting now and putting his 
other hand over the top of the one he held, stroking gently. 
“You listen to me. We know who did this, we know where 
they are, and we’re going to catch them tomorrow. We 
don’t have proof yet, because you can’t identify them, but 
we're setting them up and there will be almost a dozen 
policemen there when it goes down tomorrow. Sounds like 
a lot, but I’m taking no chances.” 


Judieanne looked so bad, with tears streaming down her 
cheeks from her puffed up, closed eyes. 


“Shh, now relax, honey. You know you’re safe now. 
Marshall is going to stay here tonight, I’m sure. I couldn’t 
pry him away with a crowbar. You try to get him to sleep a 
little in that horribly uncomfortable recliner over there, so 


he’ll be ready to help us tomorrow. No way is he going to 
miss being there when we catch the ones who did this to 
you.” Cole felt her grasp his hand. “He’s sweet on you, you 
know? You need to think about putting him out of his shy 
misery and letting him help you. By the way, I hear you’re 
going to make him a pie. He’ll get around to asking you 
out, and before very long, I’d bet. Are you blushing under 
all those bruises, Judieanne, I believe you are. Shh, relax 
now, no more teasing. Is there anything I can do for you?” 


“Put sign on door. Open Soon. Mason can help me if okay 
with you,” she managed to get out. 


“Gladly, darlin’. I’ll take care of it. I’m going to get the 
benefit of his new job. He’ll have to practice at home. Teach 
him how to make that cobbler, okay?” Cole saw the slight 
quirk of her lip, since she’d learned her lesson about trying 
to smile. 


“Marshall says Sissy is doing good out there,” she 
whispered through those poor lips. 


“Mason and I are going to go out and see them later 
today. We’re going to go let Festus out first, and I’ve got 
some calls to make to get things ready for the morning. 
We’ll tell her you said hello and that you’ll be okay soon. 
Maybe we’ll arrange for her to come visit you. She’d like 
that. I think she might have a little hero worship going on.” 


“Don’t want her to see me like this,” Judieanne said 
firmly. 


“Okay, we'll wait till the swelling and bruising goes down, 
but you are nothing but beautiful and you know it. What am 
I going to do without our morning meetings? You have to 
hurry and get better. Rest now, know you’re safe and loved 
by many.” Cole stood and bent to kiss her forehead. She 
turned her head to him, as if for more, and he put his 
forehead to hers and said quietly, “I promise you that you 
are safe, and you know I keep my promises. Rest now.” 


Cole stood up, drawing slowly away, his heart heavy, gazing 
down at the mess that was her lovely face. 


“Can I get a kiss too?” Mason said, standing on the other 
side, smiling sadly. 

Judieanne turned her head slightly toward him and he 
leaned down and touched his lips to her forehead, also. 
“Cole loves you. He’ll take care of me, and keep you safe 
too.” 


“Hey,” she whispered, and Mason leaned back down to 
her. “Loves you too, I think.” 


“Oh yum,” Mason whispered back, and the sound she 
made would have been a snorted laugh if she’d had the 
lung power. 


“What are you all talking about? Mason, don’t get her all 
riled up now,” Cole teased. “Mason, go get the ladies and 
Marshall and we'll get to the day’s duties. I can’t sit around 
talking to gorgeous women all day.” 


Judieanne flopped her good hand on the bed as if to say, 
“Go on!” and they did go on. 


Cole promised Marshall he would call him tonight when 
they had the plan together. He also told him about putting 
Brad and Sully to watching the Jackson house, just to make 
sure nothing unexpected happened. Cole prayed there 
were no emergencies or accidents, since he had his whole 
force occupied for the day and night and well into 
tomorrow. 


“Let’s go,” he said to Mason and they headed to Karen 
Bonner’s room. They talked with her for a few minutes and 
found that she would be going home in a couple of days. 
Finally, some good news! He found that her father had been 
in to visit for a short while, telling her stories about her 
kids and keeping her spirits up. 

At last they were headed for a brief stop at his house. 
How Cole wanted to go into the bedroom, pull the curtains 


to darken the room and lie down for a few hours with 
Mason. Not for sex, for comfort. God, his head hurt! 


Chapter Ten 


“Mrs. Bonner seemed good, better, anyway, and 
Judieanne will get better. I’ll be glad to help her out, Cole. I 
meant what I said. I would love to work at the diner. That 
was where I was happiest. Maybe we'll add a Chicago pizza 
to the menu.” Mason looked over at Cole and said, “Your 
head hurts again, doesn’t it? Get us home and you can take 
something for it. We’re taking an hour at the house. Ill take 
care of Festus, fix us a quick and very late lunch. You can 
make your calls while I do all that, then you get one half 
hour to close your eyes and lose that headache.” 


“Maybe you could help with that too?” Cole said, “I know 
I sound like a kid asking for a treat, but the best I’ve felt all 
day was when you had those wonderful hands on my head 
at the office earlier.” 


Mason’s hand found his leg again and he replied, “It 
would be my pleasure. I like the idea of taking care of you. 
You’re always taking care of everybody else. I can see that. 
I know you have a lot of planning to get done. I'll stay out 
of your way and do whatever you need me to in order for 
this to go smoothly and get things back to normal.” Mason 
glanced over as they turned in the driveway of Cole’s house 
and said, “One question?” 


“Shoot.” 


“Why don’t you all just go out there and get them now? 
Just go pick them up. I’m not saying that they don’t have 
weapons, but I’ve not seen them in the two hits I’ve seen. 
The others I heard about were all beaten to death, none 


shot or stabbed or anything like that. You all could handle 
it. Why wait until tomorrow?” Mason finished his question 
as they got out of the car. He came around and leaned on 

the car as Cole paused to explain. 


“Several reasons. We could do that. But they wore masks 
when they beat Judieanne. Right now we don’t have proof, 
though we have Ace’s word on their intent and their 
boasting, but would that hold up in court?” Cole reached up 
to rub his temples as he thought and talked it through. “If 
we work it right, I want to get them for several murders in 
Chicago, for beating you, for the beating of Judieanne, and 
for the intent to kill you tomorrow. The more we get them 
for, the less chance they'll be out in eight years for good 
behavior.” 


“That makes sense. How do we prove they did the ones in 
Chicago, other than the one I saw, I mean?” Mason took 
Cole’s arm and drew him toward the house where Festus 
was in the window barking madly. 


“Detective Garvin and I talked a few minutes as everyone 
split up today. We can coach Ace, put a wire on him or 
Donnell, and get them talking. Sounds like these guys like 
to boast about their work. Ace can play it up like he was 
tickled with the way they worked Judieanne over good. 
Then he can ask what they want you for, you can jump in 
and say they want to kill you because you saw them kill a 
man in Chicago. You might even taunt them about the 
others you heard about and how you bet they were 
responsible for those too.” Cole watched Mason to see how 
he was taking what would be his part in the sting 
tomorrow. 


“Okay, I follow that.” Mason nodded, waiting for more. 
“Ace will act impressed and ask questions designed to get 


them talking about their exploits, even saying he might be 
willing to join them if they need help taking out the trash, 


so to speak. If we can get it on tape, them just talking and 
bragging about things they’ve done, we can get them for 
several strong offenses.” 


“How do we get away from them?” Mason asked, opening 
the door with the key Cole handed him and bending to grab 
a wiggling Festus. They walked through the house to the 
back and opened the door to let him go out. 


“When the detectives have decided we have everything 
we need, we'll swoop in and gather them up. We’ll have to 
make a big deal of arresting Ace and Donnell for their part 
in this whole thing so the other four are not suspicious. It 
should go like clockwork.” Cole put his arm around Mason 
as they stood at the back kitchen door and watched Festus 
running around the yard, marking spots here and there. 
“T’m taking no chances with you. We’ll have a signal, a bird 
call that we’ll practice with you, and when you hear it, you 
get out of the way and drop like a stone. In case they do 
have guns, I don’t want you running and letting one of 
them get a shot off. As soon as you drop, IIl be on them, 
along with eleven others. Done, justice for Robin and 
Judieanne, and any other innocent person they killed on 
their demented spree.” 


They turned back into the room and Cole headed for the 
cabinet by the sink, searching for pain medicine for his 
headache. Mason went to the refrigerator to get out some 
sandwich things and went to the cabinet for some chips. 
There was a big pitcher of sweet tea that he set on the 
table. While Cole took his medicine and headed to his 
bedroom, which was also his home office, Mason finished 
setting the table quickly and got busy making ham and 
cheese sandwiches, which he decided to grill. He grabbed a 
cast iron skillet, buttered it and the bread, making the 
sandwiches that much better. He found pickles and olives 
in the refrigerator and soon had the table ready for lunch. 


He found Cole in the bedroom talking on the phone. He 
motioned for Cole to come in and eat. Cole nodded and 
wrote some notes on a paper and put the phone back in his 
pocket. He stood slowly and Mason could tell he was really 
tired, and the day was only a little bit past half over. Going 
to Cole, he put his arms around his waist and held onto the 
bigger, taller man, giving him comfort he obviously needed 
so much. Mason felt the complete body shudder as Cole 
grasped him tightly, pressing his head against that strong 
shoulder. He fervently wished they could just hit the bed 
and rest until Cole felt better. First, though, food might 
help that along. 


“Come on, it’s ready. You need to eat. Then I’m going to 
massage that headache away and you can finish your calls. 
If there’s time, we’ll set the alarm and take a power nap, 
try to get ready for whatever hits next. Come on, big guy.” 


Cole followed Mason to the kitchen, sniffing 
appreciatively. He sat down and Mason made sure he had 
everything he needed before sitting himself. They tucked 
into the fare with gusto. Mason hadn’t realized how hungry 
he was, but then remembered they hadn’t had breakfast 
that morning and the day had been a doozy. Just as they 
were finishing the meal there was bark from the backyard 
unlike the others they’d heard. Both ran for the back door. 


“Good God, Cole, what is that thing?” Mason said, looking 
at the animal that Festus had backed into the corner of the 
yard. “It looks like a giant rat, no, a freaked-out squirrel. 
God, that’s ugly.” 

Cole laughed out loud, a welcome sound to Mason. 
“That’s a groundhog.” 


“No kidding? Wow. Is it going to hurt Festus? Should we 


go out there?” Mason didn’t want to add an injured pet to 
Cole’s troubles. 


“Probably. Festus isn’t quite the Bull Mastiff he thinks he 
is.” Cole stepped out the door, with Mason following. 
Before they could call for the little long-haired dog that 
looked like he belonged on Paris Hilton’s arm, he ran 
forward at the groundhog, who skittered up the utility pole, 
clinging to the sides, safely above the dog’s reach. Festus 
looked back at them as if to say, “See what I did? I’m tough, 
Iam.” 


“Good boy, Festus. You’ve treed a groundhog. Not bad for 
your first time. Come on in now and leave the poor animal 
alone. It might just have a family somewhere out there. 
Festus! Come here, boy,” Cole said, slapping his chest. Ah, 
that worked. Mason grinned as Festus flew across the yard 
and leaped into Cole’s arms. Cole laughed and dodged 
Festus’ tongue. 


This time Mason laughed as Cole said, “Stop that. I told 
you, not the mouth. You think Mason’s gonna kiss me after 
you have? Let’s go in. You get a treat for being a big dog 
today.” 


They went inside, doled out the treat, and Mason 
watched Cole lean over the sink and wash his face with the 
bar of soap that sat by the dishwashing liquid. Looked like 
this had happened before. 


“How’s your head?” Mason asked, watching Cole to see if 
he could determine the degree of pain he was still 
enduring. 


“A bit better. Let’s clean this off real quick. I’d say we 
have about half an hour and I need time to make two more 
calls.” Cole reached for the plates on the table. 


Mason slapped his hand, and then pointed toward the 
bedroom. “Go. Take care of that and I’ll do this. I’ll be in 
there in less than ten minutes and you better be ready for 


yw 


me. 


“Ooh, bossy. I like it,” Cole teased. Mason picked up a tea 
towel and popped Cole’s butt as he went by, following 
orders. 


Cole didn’t even pause, just muttered, “Payback.” 


“Oh boy,” Mason muttered back, just loud enough to geta 
chuckle out of Cole as he disappeared into the hall. 


When Mason entered the room a few minutes later, he 
saw Cole on the bed, on his stomach. Good man. As he 
walked by the desk he saw a pad of paper with check marks 
on it. He glanced at it and saw the words, “Two troopers, 
two sheriffs, Brad, Sully, Carl, Marshall, Garvin, 
Harrington, Cole. Seven o’clock. Motel. Troopers bringing 
wires and recording equipment. Take supper to detectives 
and Hawkins and explain plan. Coach Ace and Mason for 
morning.” 

“You’ve been very busy. Scoot over a little.” Mason put 
one knee on the bed and straddled Cole’s body, sitting on 
his back just above his buttocks. He could reach the top of 
Cole’s head and down to those tight shoulders and neck 
muscles. Leaning down, he whispered to Cole, “You set the 
alarm?” Cole nodded. 


Mason began, using soft strokes and tender scratches 
across Cole’s scalp. Cole made some kind of pleased noise. 
Mason kept on until he got to the muscles in Cole’s neck 
that rode up to his skull. He kneaded them, rolled them, 
and smoothed them, going on to the tight shoulders. He did 
the same technique there until Cole relaxed and appeared 
to be asleep. One day, Mason swore to himself, he’d give 
Cole a full body massage. He’d never done it, but how hard 
could it be? He bet he could make Cole enjoy it. 

“Come here. I want to hold you for a little while,” Cole 
muttered, turned just a little, which made room for Mason 
to slide into his arms. Mason went willingly—no, eagerly. 


“Thank you. I feel better,” Cole said, turning more and 
pulling Mason closer so that Mason’s head was on his 
shoulder, by his neck. 


“Shh, rest now. We’ll play tonight when we get back here. 
I want to make love with you tonight, Cole. But that’s for 
later,” he said, nuzzling into Cole’s neck. 


“You afraid you won’t get another chance? Are you 
worried about tomorrow?” Cole asked, and Mason could 
tell he was holding his breath, waiting for the answer. 


“Not at all. It’s just time. Going through so much makes it 
seem like we’ve been together for longer than we really 
have. Not that time is a factor in how I feel. Later, huh? 
Rest now, I mean it.” 


“Yes sir.” Mason knew Cole was teasing him, but he shut 
up and they held each other, dozing, until the alarm went 
off. Cole’s long arm reached across and slapped it, not 
letting Mason go yet. 


“One really long, really good kiss and I can face the world 
again,” Cole demanded. 


Mason was happy to comply. He scooted up so he could 
reach Cole’s mouth and slid his right over it. How was it 
that he felt like he’d come home? Sliding over, he settled on 
top of Cole and took the man’s face in his hands so he could 
pay serious attention to the requested kiss. Slipping his 
tongue out, he lapped along the seam of Cole’s lips, 
requesting entrance. Cole opened immediately and Mason 
became a stealthy missile seeking the greatest amount of 
sensation possible from the limited time at hand. 


Cole met his tongue and they tangled for several seconds, 
going around each other and back and forth from one 
mouth to the other. Mason moved his fingertips over Cole’s 
temples, caressing him as he settled in to a steady rhythm, 
sliding his tongue in and out of Cole’s welcoming lips. He 
felt Cole’s hands slide down his back and cup his buttocks, 


holding his hard cock against Cole’s. Mason knew better 
than to get that started or they’d never leave. 


“Hmm-mmm.” He was trying to be strong here. 


“Hmm-mmm?” There was almost a whimper in Cole’s 
answering mutter. 


Mason forced himself to let go of Cole’s mouth, dragging 
his tongue across Cole’s lips as he pulled back to look down 
at him. 


“You'll be upset with yourself if you don’t get everything 
done. We will have our time later tonight. I promise.” 
Mason couldn’t help the grin at Cole’s pouty look. It looked 
so out of place on the big ex-Army sheriff. 


“Tt’s a date.” 
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The next order of business was checking on the situation 
out at the Bonners’. It was just Sissy and Mr. Reeder taking 
care of the children, he was sure, since he doubted if 
Dodge was being any help at all. He decided to call and see 
if Sissy needed anything from town. Marshall had been 
staying out there, but Cole figured that tonight it would just 
be Sissy and he wanted to make sure she was okay with 
that. Besides, he had to tell her about Judieanne. That 
wasn’t going to be easy. 


Mr. Reeder answered the phone and greeted Cole jovially 
with, “Hey, Sheriff, how ya doin’? What can I do for ya? 
Sure, she’s here. That Miss Sissy is a gem with the little 
ones. They mind her right well and love her to death. Just a 
minute, I’ll call her to the phone for you. Lord, I tell you 
when they’re all in the same room it’s like bein’ a long- 
tailed cat in a room full of rockin’ chairs. Squallin’ and 
crying, and constant movement. Somehow she gets them 
all to listenin’ to her. Here she is.” 


Cole thought he’d have to share that one with Mason. 
Sissy came on and he asked her if she needed anything 


from town. She said the ladies had brought them 
everything they needed yesterday and they wouldn’t need 
anything more until tomorrow. 


“You comin’ out here to see the babies, Sheriff Cole?” she 
asked. 


“I sure am. You sure I can’t bring you something special?” 
Cole asked her. 


“Miss Judieanne said she’d bring me some french fries 
next time she came out. I’ll wait for her to bring them. That 
would be a treat for me.” 


“Okay, hon, I’ll see you in a few minutes. Mason’s coming 
too. Are you doing okay with Mr. Reeder there?” Cole 
asked. 


“Oh yeah, he’s funny. He told me to call him Granda like 
the little ones do. Isn’t that funny? I can’t call him that, it 
wouldn’t be right.” Her voice dropped to a whisper and she 
added, “He’s white.” 


“Sure it would be okay, if he asked you to. You do what 
you want and I’m sure it will be fine,” Cole assured her. 


“Okay. Oh I got to go, Sheriff Cole, Janie is pullin’ on 
Jennifer’s hair. See you in a minute, okay?” She hung up 
before he could answer her. 


When they got there, Cole was surprised to see Dodge’s 
truck in front of the house. “This should be interesting,” he 
said. “I’m surprised Dodge is at home with the family.” 


When they got to the door, it opened and they greeted 
Mr. Reeder, who invited them in. They saw Sissy 
immediately, sitting on the couch with the children 
gathered around her as she read to them from one of her 
little books. 

The children barely glanced up, so caught up were they 
in her story. She read with such quiet emotion and joy in 
the story. Cole thought it was probably her voice that had 


the younger ones spellbound. He looked at Mason and they 
shared a smile. Cole counted and saw that there was one 
child missing. He was surprised to see Dodge coming into 
the room with one of the littlest girls. He walked over, set 
the baby down by Sissy’s side, and turned to look at Cole 
and Mason as if daring them to say anything about it. 


“Hey, Dodge, can we go into the kitchen so we don’t mess 
up the story?” Cole asked. Dodge nodded and they headed 
to the other room, Mason and Mr. Reeder following. 


“How are things going now, Dodge? I know Karen comes 
home in a couple of days. I was wondering if she was going 
to be able to take it easy for a while. She needs time to 
heal, they said, and she can’t take on working like she did 
before she lost the baby.” Cole watched the man closely to 
see how he would take Cole’s interfering. 


“Angus here is going to pick her up. Marshall and I talked 
yesterday and he said that Sissy could stay out here with us 
for a while and then after Karen’s better, she’ll come out 
three days a week just to help out.” Dodge looked down at 
the table they’d all gathered around. 


“How do you feel about that?” Cole asked. He wasn’t 
going to let Sissy stay here if he thought Dodge would 
make it miserable for her. He knew what it had been like 
before. 


“I guess I like it fine. She’s a good girl, and she’s been 
real good to the kids and all.” 


Cole was impressed with Dodge’s change of attitude 
about the people helping him out. 


Sissy came into the kitchen and asked if they’d like 
something to eat or drink. Cole and Mason both said they 
were good and Cole asked her if she’d sit with them. She 
sat and her eyes got big. 


“It’s somethin’ bad, isn’t it? I can see you don’t want to 
say it. Do I need to put the little ones down? I don’t want to 


scare them,” she said. Sissy might be slow, but she was 
savvy. She could read people. Look at how she’d figured out 
how to handle Dodge and get him into the idea of being a 
good father. 


“I don’t think so, hon. We won’t say anything to scare 
them. You remember the four men who were beating up on 
Mason the night we met him?”Cole watched her nod, her 
eyes going to Mason, smiling gently at him. 


“Are you Okay now, Mason?” she asked. 


“Better all the time. Not as sore, really. Don’t worry about 
me,” Mason assured her. 


“Okay, what did they do now?” she asked. 


“It’s Judieanne, honey, they messed her up really bad and 
she’s in the hospital. She’s going to be okay,” he quickly 
told her as she started to jump up from the table. “She said 
she wants you to come see her a little later, but hopes you'll 
wait for a little while. She really wants you to be here and 
help with the transition when Karen comes home. She said 
she knew it would go all right if you were here.” 


Sissy had tears on her face as she listened to him. “If 
she’s in the hospital, they hurt her real bad. Why would 
they do that? She never hurt anybody, Sheriff Cole,” she 
said. Now she brought her hands up to cover her face. 


“Sissy?” A quiet voice spoke up from Angus’ lap. One of 
the four-year-olds got down and went to her, touching her 
arm, gazing up with sad eyes. 

Sissy quickly wiped her tears and shook her head. “Here I 
am being the one to scare them.” She sounded like she was 
scolding herself. She picked up the child. “Kelsey, I’m okay. 
Somebody I love got hurt, but she’ll be fine.” She looked to 
Cole for assurance and he nodded. “I sure could use a hug, 
though.” Kelsey’s wrapped her arms around Sissy’s neck 
and squeezed so tightly that Cole thought they might have 
to call for the jaws of life. Kelsey gave serious hugs. 


Dodge spoke quietly. “You get ‘em?” 

“Going to. Tomorrow. We’ve got it under control. But I’ve 
got to tell you, coming out here has relieved my mind. I was 
worried about Karen coming home if things...” He stopped, 
not knowing how to finish without insulting Dodge, and he 
didn’t want to do that. 


“I know what you’re sayin’. Don’t you worry. My eyes 
have kind of been opened lately. Angus has had a few heart- 
to-heart talks with me and some of it was hard to hear, but 
he was right,” Dodge said, a little red in the face, but he 
looked them in the eye and that was something new. 


“Marshall and the ladies are with Judieanne now and 
she’s going to be fine. Mason is going to work for her at the 
diner. Soon things will be back to normal or better around 
here,” Cole said, thinking about the situation out here and 
the one at his house too. Was Mason going to stay with him 
forever? He got warm at the thought. 


“Marshall will keep you informed about Judieanne and 
will take you in to see her soon, okay?” Cole asked Sissy, 
giving her the respect that she had shown she deserved. 


“Yes sir, Sheriff Cole. I think he really likes her a lot. I 
wish he’d court her. I know he wants to, but he’s a big 
chicken.” She laughed a little, clearly feeling better with 
their reassurances. 

“TIl tell him you said so,” Cole teased her. 

“Don’t you dare. He’ll skin me good,” she said, but they 
all knew that wasn’t likely. 

Cole got up, Mason followed, both with sleeping girls on 
their shoulders. They all trooped back to the children’s 
rooms and put them down for naps. As they headed for the 
front door, Angus caught up with them. 

“Thank you for caring enough to come out, Sheriff. I 
appreciate it.” 


Glancing at his watch, Cole decided they had time for a 
little side trip before going by Wal-Mart to pick up deli food 
for the men at the motel. He was driving with a purpose 
now. It was the right time of day for the eagle he’d seen on 
Hammond Road to be out scouting food for her two eaglets. 
Mason would love to see that. He glanced over and was 
glad to see the camera in the car. 


The pictures that Mason had taken of the children had 
been very good. He had a good eye. Cole was sure he 
would want to try to get a good shot of the eagles. If they 
sat quietly long enough, they might just get lucky. 

“You’ve got what I'd call a strange little grin over there. 
What are you planning?” Mason teased him. 


“You'll see. Get the camera out, check it for battery and 
space on the card, and be ready to sit quietly for a while. 
Can you handle that?” Cole asked. 


“With you? Definitely. Sounds like perfection to me,” 
Mason admitted. 


“I hear you,” Cole agreed. 
“Headache gone now?” Mason asked. 


“Yep, you’re a good doctor, cook, masseur, and lover all 
rolled into one gorgeous package.” Cole was almost 
humming with his good fortune. 


Mason harrumphed, the sound funny, coming from him. 
“You’re biased. Where are we going? I haven’t been out this 
way. It’s really pretty.” Mason looked around at the passing 
scenery. “Spring certainly does gorgeous things to this part 
of the country.” 


Cole tried looking at it with new eyes and was pleased 
that his home was indeed a beautiful place. There were 
redbuds on their way out and pink and white dogwoods 
starting to bloom. They were interspersed between both 
deciduous trees and conifers along the side of the road. 


This was a much less populated area and they hadn’t seen 
a house for a few miles. 


Cole turned off onto a road that had no marker and was 
basically a trail between trees that led to a small meadow. 
If he parked back under the trees, they could walk to the 
edge of the woods and sit within sight of the eagle’s nest in 
one of the three tall trees in the meadow. If they were quiet 
and still enough, he was sure they’d see something soon. 


Putting his finger up to his lips to indicate silence, Cole 
pointed to the camera and got out of the car, closing the 
door very softly. Mason followed his cues and they walked, 
sides touching, to the edge of the meadow. Cole watched 
Mason take in the pastoral scene. It was one of his favorite 
places and he thought Mason would appreciate it. Taking 
Mason’s hand, he tugged and they both folded until they 
were sitting close together on the ground. Cole wanted to 
see if Mason would notice the nest on his own. 


He didn’t have to wait long, since from the left of the 
meadow the mama eagle came swooping in toward the last 
tree on the right of the three. He heard Mason’s caught 
breath and turned to watch the wonder on his lover’s face. 
Mason slowly, without taking his eyes off the eagle, turned 
the camera on and brought it up to his face. Cole watched 
Mason track the eagle to the nest and take several pictures 
as she settled on the edge. From here he could see 
something in her mouth, but was unsure about what it was. 


They could just barely see the tops of two little gray 
heads as the eaglets raised them to receive the food. Mama 
eagle spread her wings in a gesture that covered the two 
while they ate. The camera’s shutter snapped again and 
again. Finally, Mason eased it down and just watched as the 
mother eagle climbed around on the big nest to where she 
was on the back side now, facing them. She sat tall as she 
turned her head from side to side, keeping watch on her 
surroundings. Cole had no doubt that she was aware of 


their presence, but as long as they didn’t move they’d be 
fine. 


Mason took several more pictures before setting the 
camera down again and reaching a hand over for Cole’s. 
Cole put his arm around Mason and they sat quietly and 
watched the magnificent bird. After a while she flew off 
again and Mason turned to face Cole. 


“That was one of the best things I’ve ever seen. She’s got 
babies. How wonderful.” 


Cole smiled and said, “I thought you might like that. Get 
enough pictures?” 

“Yeah, thanks. This is beyond cool. Kiss me?” Mason 
surprised him by asking. 

Surprised maybe, but slow, not at all. Cole dropped his 
mouth over Mason’s and when Mason’s tongue came into 
his mouth, he sucked on it, sliding his own against the 
intruder. Mason hummed and brought one hand up to 
Cole’s face, caressing and smoothing his cheek. Cole 
chased Mason’s tongue back into his mouth, now taking 
over and sliding in and out quickly, amping up the energy 
and passion. 

Hearing a loud screech, Cole opened his eyes and saw 
that their large bird of prey was back and heading for the 
nest again. She settled again and sat looking right at them. 

“Look,” Cole whispered against Mason’s mouth. Mason 
turned his head and smiled when he saw the eagle. 

“Ahh,” Mason breathed. 

“She’s fierce, isn’t she? Think it might be time to head 
out.” Cole put a hand on the ground to push up to stand. 
Mason touched his shoulder and Cole paused. 

“Thank you so much. This was you romancing me, huh?” 
Mason asked. 


“Absolutely.” 


“Good job.” 


Chapter Eleven 


Mason was impressed with Cole’s grasp of the situation 
as they sat around a small table in Detective Garvin’s room. 
When they first arrived Mason had a hard time being 
around Ace and Donnell, but after spending time with 
them, he realized that they were truly both appalled at 
what had transpired at their behest and eager to help out 
tomorrow. He could tell that Cole was fighting the same 
feelings. 


“I know we don’t have the right to know, but could you 
tell us how Miss Judieanne is doing?” Ace asked hesitantly. 
Mason noticed that Donnell hadn’t said anything since they 
arrived. 


Cole stared hard at Ace for a moment and then said, “Her 
left arm is broken above the wrist, three ribs, too, one 
punctured a lung, both eyes are swollen shut and she’s 
scared to death of every sound. She’s covered in bruises, 
her cheek is cut open, and two teeth are loose. The worst 
for me is that she’ll never be open and trusting again. She 
is good to everyone in this community and I don’t know 
how long it will be before she can work again or if she’ll 
ever feel safe working at the diner.” 


Mason watched Ace flinch with each new injury 
mentioned. Ace put his hands, both shaking now, in his lap. 
Once again Ace’s eyes were swimming and he sat there 
seemingly diminished by guilt. Mason looked over to 
Donnell and his head was down, but he could see tear 
marks on Donnell’s shirt that had dripped from his chin. 


These two men were sincerely remorseful, truly sorry for 
what they’d done. But how did that help Judieanne? 


“Cole, there is nothing I can say that will ever be enough 
to make up for what I caused. I know that Donnell will go 
with me to jail, but we all know that it’s mostly me who was 
the big mouth, redneck asshole. He goes along with 
whatever I say or do. I owe him as big of an apology as I do 
her. I wish...” Ace stopped, as if he realized it didn’t matter 
what he wished. 


Cole was a fair man, even though Mason knew he was 
disgusted with Ace Hawkins. He asked, “You wish what?” 


“I wish I could talk to her, tell her how sorry I am, and 
swear to her that she never has anything to fear from me 
again. Cole, I stood in that ditch and looked down at her 
poor broken body and I’ve never been filled with such 
loathing before, and it was all directed right back at me. I 
hated what I saw and I hated even more the knowledge 
that something I said caused that to happen.” Ace’s voice 
was quiet, almost as shaky as his hands. 


The two detectives were quiet as Cole and Ace faced off. 
Mason knew this was hard for Cole. He was trying to be 
fair-minded, but he cared so deeply for Judieanne Daily. 


“Did you tell them to touch her? Did you know what they 
would do? Did you even know what they had done before?” 
Mason was surprised that Cole would even go there. It 
sounded like he was giving Ace a bit of forgiveness or at 
least understanding. He watched with wonder as Ace sat 
up straight in his chair. 


“No sir. I swear all I said was that bi...uh, sorry, I said 
that bitch should be taught a lesson in how to treat people. 
She shouldn’t be disrespecting men. It was right after you 
called me down in front of those people in the diner and I 
was feeling all pissed off and we ran into those four men 
and got to talking. I was still fired up. I didn’t know who 


they were.” Ace looked at Mason and then back to Cole. 
“They said they had come to town to find this man named 
Mason who had just gotten here and was probably with the 
sheriff. I’d just seen you two, so I knew who he was talking 
about. I told him so and he said Mason had done something 
to them in Chicago. That’s why they were after him. I 
figured it was none of my business why. We rode around 
and I showed them the town, we fixed up their car for 
them, and talked a lot of trash about this and that, you 
included.” 


“Me? What nice things did you have to say about me, 
Ace?”Cole seemed amused, clearly knowing it wasn’t going 
to be a glowing report. 


“He, uh, Ronnie, asked about the local law and if they 
were any good. I said you were a joke and that you just 
went around helping everybody and spent a lot of time at 
the diner talking to Judieanne. Oh! This morning I did tell 
them that you had skills.” Ace spread his hands, as he 
paused to think about his conversation with the men that 
morning. “Um, it was because...let me see. Oh, I told them 
they should get out of town with Mason when they got him 
because you were ex-Army and you had skills, you just 
didn’t use them around here. I said as how you and Mason 
here were close and you’d hunt them down, so they’d 
better get out as soon as they could. I wish I hadn’t said 
that now.” 


“What, that I’m a joke, or that I’ve got skills?” Cole asked. 
“Uh, both?” Ace made his answer sound like a question. 


Supper had been cleared from the table and Paul Garvin 
spoke up. “We need to talk about what’s happening 
tomorrow and get some rest. This needs to go smoothly. I 
don’t want any casualties. Cole, I want to talk to you 
outside when we’re done here. Let’s get this conversation 
going. Who all’s coming?” 


Cole told them about the two sheriffs and the two state 
troopers who would be there at seven in the morning. He 
said the troopers were bringing recording equipment and 
Mason listened as they all decided that Donnell would be 
the one to wear a wire as he was the most likely to be 
overlooked, since he didn’t talk much anyway and kind of 
hung back from the proceedings. 


Donnell just nodded when Ace looked at him. Ace asked 
how he was supposed to play it. “I’ll say anything you want. 
You think I should sound upset that they beat her so bad or 
should I act like that’s what I wanted and stay on their 
good side?” 


“Are you a good actor? Can you make them believe that 
you wanted them to rough her up like that?” Detective 
Harrington asked. 


“If I need to, I can. I think that’s what they’ll want to 
hear. You really think these four guys have killed a lot of 
people, more than the one Mason saw them do?”Ace 
shuddered. “I’m more big talk than bad ass, and it’s funny 
that I don’t mind admitting that all of a sudden. I think it 
says something bad about me that we took up with people 
like that and just accepted them without finding out more 
about who they were. I’m an idiot. That’s been kind of hard 
to face. You reckon’ a person can change, maybe be 
better?” 


Mason thought there was an honest question in there. 
Ace seemed sincere in having realized that he’d been 
considerably less than what you’d call a good man. He 
wondered what Cole would say. 


“Depends on how much a person wants to change, the 
motive behind the change. If it’s just to get out of trouble, 
or if it comes from inside, that’s the question.” Cole 
watched Ace to see how he would process that. 


Detective Garvin spoke up again. “We’re getting off track 
here. Hawkins can search his soul later. As I said, we’ve got 
to get this planned and get some sleep. Everybody will be 
here at seven, we’ll wire Donnell Hawkins,” he nodded in 
Donnell’s direction, “and Ace will drag a protesting Mason 
up to the back of the Jackson place, where there’ll be 
lawmen of various forces waiting to make the bust. How do 
we communicate out there without them hearing us? We’ll 
have to work that out in the morning when we’re all here to 
agree on signals.” 


“I already told Mason that I’d give a bird call, one that 
wouldn’t be out there at that time of day, and that’s when 
he pulls away or moves away from whoever has him at the 
time and drops. We can’t be sure they don’t have weapons, 
though that’s not their usual MO. I don’t want him taking a 
chance on running. I’m leaving the four men to you all and 
the troopers. My goal will be to get to Mason and get him 
clear. You take down the four from Chicago.” 


Ace said, “Watch Ronnie, he’s the leader. The others, 
even Bart, his second, he calls him, waits to see what 
Ronnie says and that’s what they do. You should go for him 
first. Once he’s down, the others might just give up, or at 
least be easier to handle.” 


“Okay, duly noted, like cutting off the head of a snake. 
Ace, after spouting off about how pleased you are with how 
they taught Judieanne a lesson, I want you to ask them why 
they want Mason to begin with. Ask what he did to them. 
He’s going to say they want to kill him because he saw 
them kill another man in Chicago. You’re going to act 
impressed. You know, like you can see how they can’t let 
him go free then. Mason’s going to push them about the 
other murders he heard about, just to see if they’ll boast. If 
you can find a way to egg that on, get them to admit to 
more, we’ll have a better case” 


Mason asked, speaking for the first time, “What if they 
just start beating on me as soon as I show up? What if 
they’re not into the talking thing?” 


“That’s why we want Ace to start the conversation as 
soon as he gets to them, hoping to defer any action. If that 
doesn’t work, we’ll show ourselves sooner than planned. 
We’re not going to let them get at you again,” Cole 
promised. 


“Just wondering,” Mason said. 


“Okay,” Cole said, standing, “we’ll meet here at seven 
and get this show on the road. Ace, we'll bring your truck 
out here so you all can take him over in it. We’ll time it 
carefully. Any questions?” 


There were none. Detective Garvin walked out with them 
as he and Cole headed to the car. 


“T thought you might be interested to know how those 
two have been acting all day.” 


“It sounds like it might have some bearing, since you find 
it worth telling.” Cole leaned on the car and waited for 
what Garvin would say. 


“I see remorse, shame, resignation. I don’t see bluster, 
cockiness, or manipulative behavior. I think he’s sincere in 
wanting to change. There are no grounds for immediate 
arrest since he never touched her. Those men acted on a 
passing comment of his. You handle it however you want, 
but I thought you’d be interested to know they’ve been 
quiet, respectful, and worried about her condition all day. I 
saw Donnell wiping tears more than once. He was really 
freaked by the whole thing.” Garvin stood with hands on 
hips as he gave his thoughts on the Hawkins brothers’ 
demeanor. 


“Interesting. You’re right. I’ll think on it. He said he 
wanted to talk to Judieanne. I’ll think about that and see 
what she wants. If she wants them charged, I’ll come up 


with something. Intent, accessory, something. But I do 
believe they were shocked at what transpired.” 
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Cole knew they needed rest tonight, but he was also fully 
aware that it was going to be a good while before they got 
it. He had plans for Mason. They had a date, promised 
earlier. When they returned home, he took Mason’s arm 
and hurried the younger man into the house, amid happy 
barking from Festus. 


“Would you let him out while I take care of something?” 
Cole asked as he locked the door behind them. 


“Sure,” Mason said, bending to pick up the bouncing dog 
and heading for the back door. Cole watched as Mason 
flicked on the floodlights for the backyard and took the dog 
out for a quick romp. 


While Mason was letting Festus do his nightly thing 
outside, Cole was setting the scene for seduction. There 
was no other way to say it. He planned on making love to 
Mason Davenport tonight and, he hoped, every night for as 
long as Mason would agree to stay with him. Forever? 
Maybe so. He knew that he had sincere, deep feelings for 
Mason. Too early to call it love? Who sets the timeline? 


All he could say for sure was that he was happier than 
he’d ever been with anyone. He wanted nothing more than 
to make Mason happy too. Spending time with Mason filled 
him with such powerful emotions. He wanted to share 
everything in his life with the young brother of his friend 
from the war. 


Was he worried about how Jason would take the turn of 
events? Not really. That was part of what had drawn them 
together in the service. Jason had been worried about his 
little brother and hoped that he wouldn’t be hurt, after 
Mason revealed that he was gay to Jason. 


Cole put all thoughts of anyone else aside and focused on 
making this a special night. Rummaging in the hall closet, 
he found three fat white candles that smelled of the sea 
and summer. He’d bought them on line while searching for 
something else. The ad had caught his eye and the words 
had brought the beauty of the seashore to his mind. He’d 
ordered them and saved them, evidently for just this 
moment. 


Hearing Mason laugh, he stopped his preparations and 
went to see what had caused the happy sound. He stood at 
the back door and watched Mason for a moment, then 
couldn’t resist going out to join him. 


“What’s so funny?” he asked, stepping up to Mason and 
putting an arm around his shoulders, drawing him near. 


“Festus. He looks so funny when he runs. All that long 
hair just flies out and he sails across the grass, those little 
legs just pumping, but you can’t see them under all the hair 
so it looks like he’s skimming,” Mason said, leaning into 
him. “And when he runs at you, his mouth is open. It looks 
like he’s grinning.” 

As if on cue, Festus ran toward them and Cole could see 
exactly what Mason was talking about. They both chuckled 
as Festus stopped at their feet, gazing up. When neither of 
them moved, he sat down, panting, beside them and 
surveyed his domain. 


Cole and Mason stood still in the warm night air, a quiet 
moment. After a while, night sounds that had been missing 
when Festus was running wild in the yard and Mason was 
laughing came back to them. Cole heard crickets nearby, an 
owl from deep in the woods, and then the clear call of a 
whippoorwill. At that, Mason turned to him. 


“What in the world is that?” 


Cole smiled down at Mason and said, “It’s a whippoorwill. 
Hear how it says its name?” Cole mimicked the sound of 


the bird and they heard it answer from the dark area 
behind the fence at the back of the yard. 


“Whup-uh-weeoouh! Whup-uh-weeoouh!” The sound 
came clearly from beyond the lighted yard. 


“It does, doesn’t it? That’s so cool. You sound just like it. 
How do you do that?” Mason seemed really impressed, 
which brought another smile to Cole’s face. 


“When you grow up in the country, you learn things like 
that. It just takes practice. Hmm, maybe we should make 
that call our signal tomorrow. It would be good, because 
you don’t hear them in the daytime. They only call out at 
night, but our friends from Chicago wouldn’t know that, so 
I could use it. You’d recognize it, and there wouldn’t be a 
mistake made with a call from other birds that might be out 
there. Think that’s a good idea? You’d recognize it, right?” 
Cole made the sound a couple more times. 


“Yeah, sure. Now that I know what it is, it makes perfect 
sense. It does sound like its name, kinda.” Mason stood 
listening to see if the one from the woods called out again. 


“You try it,” Cole said, his hand sliding from Mason’s 
shoulder to his waist, pulling him in a little closer. 


“TIl probably scare it away. Don’t laugh at me now,” 
Mason said, but seemed willing to try. 


Cole managed not to laugh, but it wasn’t quite the right 
sound, and, as if to bring that point home, the bird from the 
woods called out again, clearly stating his name. 


They both laughed and talked at the same time. Mason 
said, “I told you so,” and Cole came out with, “Good thing 
I’m the one giving the signal.” Mason put his face in Cole’s 
shoulder and rubbed his forehead back and forth, still 
chuckling, not at all seeming embarrassed. 


Cole said, “It’s time to go in. The redneck paparazzi are 
out tonight.” 


“What? Who?” Mason pulled his head up and looked 
about, clearly thinking there were photographers lurking 
around. When Cole didn’t say anything, but stood still and 
quiet, Mason looked again and could see past the fence 
that there were occasional flashes of little glowing yellow 
lights. 


Cole was tickled when Mason got it and laughed again, 
saying, “Hurry. Let’s get inside before they get a good shot 
of us!” 


Cole heard him muttering, “Redneck paparazzi, jeez.” 
This was while Cole called for Festus to come on with them 
and they turned to go back in the house. Cole had to finish 
getting the bedroom ready. 


To Cole’s delight, Mason automatically took over getting 
Festus settled in the kitchen for the night so he could get 
back to what he was working on before Mason’s laughter 
took him outside. 


Turning down the bed, he put lube, condoms, moist and 
dry cloths on the marble-topped side table. In the 
bathroom, he started the shower, making sure they had 
towels ready for later. He heard Mason talking to Festus in 
the kitchen as he urged the dog to his bed there. Cole 
stripped and when Mason came to the door of the bedroom, 
he was leaning on the bathroom door facing, legs crossed, 
one arm behind him, the other stretched out in invitation. 


Mason stopped in his tracks and just stared at Cole fora 
few seconds. “The fine folks of Deerville have no idea that 
they have a hot, sexy, love god for a sheriff, do they?” 

“Well, none of them have seen me like this, that’s for 
sure. It’s all for you,” Cole replied, hoping he wasn’t 
making a fool of himself. “Shower with me?” 

“You’ve got candles out. Oh, I think my dreams are about 
to come true. Yes, I’ll shower with you.” Mason started 


walking across the floor to Cole, dropping clothes as he 
moved. “You gonna let me wash your back?” 


“Mmm-hmm,” Cole promised, eyes never leaving Mason’s 
lean, compact body, small, but perfect. The bruises were 
still colorful, but he could tell they were not hurting Mason. 
By the time Mason got to him, he was as naked as Cole and 
appeared to be as eager for the night ahead. 


“I’m going to ask this one time. Are you sure this is what 
you want?” Cole felt he had to ask. 


“Without a single doubt,” Mason said, just as he pressed 
his body against Cole’s. Cole wasted no time wrapping him 
up and turning to place him to the wall by the door. 


“Open,” Cole mumbled into Mason’s lips. 


Mason complied with the order and Cole slipped his 
tongue inside to meet and play with Mason’s. They’d kissed 
before, but this could only be called a kiss with intent. It 
wasn’t Cole taking Mason’s mouth, though. No, Mason was 
giving as good as he got. His arms went around Cole, 
drawing him closer, and his tongue was working hard at 
trying to learn everything about Cole’s mouth. Somehow, 
Mason had taken over the kiss. Cole couldn’t seem to mind 
in the face of Mason’s passionate aggression. Cole spared a 
thought for Mason’s bruised jaw, but he let the young man 
set the pace. Mason knew what he could handle and what 
caused him pain. 


Cole could feel Mason’s cock pressing hard on his upper 
thigh. They weren’t quite in line with each other, Cole 
being a good bit taller, but that wouldn’t matter at all later. 
Mason was just tall enough to rest his head on the front of 
Cole’s shoulder as he they broke the kiss and took in deep 
breaths. Cole brought his hand up to cradle Mason’s head 
against him, moving his fingers through that thick glorious 
hair. 


“Have I told you how much I love your hair? Soft, thick, 
clingy...” 


“T have clingy hair?” Mason mumbled, taking another 
deep breath. 


“Mmm, it curls around my finger and holds on, like one of 
Dodge’s kids. You’ve got me wrapped around your little 
finger just like this long pretty dark red curl is wrapped 
around mine. It’s clean, so we’ll pull it back so it doesn’t 
get wet. Come on, I want to bathe you and then I want to 
make love with you. I think I’ve wanted you since I gota 
good look at you in the flashing lights of my cruiser by the 
side of the road, even with the swelling and the bruising 
you were wearing.” 


“I’m sure I was a very, mmm,” Mason paused as Cole’s 
fingers scratched through his hair to caress his head, “uh, 
very sexy sight then. First impressions, you know.” Mason 
voice was rough, as if he was preoccupied with what he 
was feeling instead of following the conversation. 


“First one, and every one after that. I’m pretty invested in 
this, Mason. It’s not just a game to me. I’m getting serious 
about you. Does that scare you? You’re a little younger than 
me. You might not be ready to settle down, especially in 
rural Kentucky.” Cole hoped he didn’t sound as insecure as 
he suddenly felt. This was no time for this conversation. He 
was sorry he brought it up. 


“You’re only six years older than me and I was never one 
for the club or party scene. I told you I only worked in the 
bar. I liked it better when I worked in the restaurant for 
Uncle Bill. I’d love to stay here. I think I like the country. 
No, I know I like it here. It’s beautiful and slow-moving, 
when there aren’t murderers in town, anyway. I’d love to 
stay here and see if we could be, I don’t know how to say it, 
more to each other, you know?” 


Cole showed Mason just how well he knew exactly what 
he was talking about. Taking his hands from Mason’s head, 
he grasped Mason’s neck and held him still for his mouth. 
Mason opened like a flower to the sun and Cole, at the 
obvious gesture of trust and eagerness, became aggressive, 
taking Mason’s mouth passionately. An intense feeling 
came over him and he just knew that he had to have 
Mason, and soon. Time for talking was over and he was 
ready to show Mason how he felt about him. 


Cole had no doubt that his true emotions were being 
shown clearly as he heard a soft whimper break from 
Mason’s throat. He pulled back a little to ask, “Too much?” 


“Mmm, not enough. ‘M back here.” Mason pulled Cole 
back and opened for him again. It was all Cole had been 
waiting for. For the next several minutes, Cole leaned into 
Mason, holding him tightly and kissing him with as much 
passion and feeling as he could reveal. And found that his 
ardor was pretty evenly matched by Mason’s. 


After long minutes of delicious mouth-mashing, Cole drew 
away for a breath. Mason’s forehead hit his chest, right 
under his chin as he too gulped air. Cole moved his hands 
over Mason’s back, up and down, smoothing and pressing 
along his spine. When he slid one down to cup Mason’s 
buttocks, his lover jumped, then pressed his hips forward, 
clearly asking for more. 


“We need to move this to the shower,” Cole muttered. “I 
want to be able to touch every inch of you.” 


“Mmm-hmm, shower, now, touching, lots of touching.” 
Mason pulled out of Cole’s arms and went to where the 
water was still running. It might be a quick shower, Cole 
thought. He couldn’t regret his distraction, though. 

The shower was quick with lots of touching, laughing, 
and kissing. Both he and Mason sported very hard 
erections, but they seemed to tacitly agree to brush over 


those areas in favor of a more lengthy examination a little 
later. Cole was careful to not get Mason’s hair wet to save 
time and Mason was careful in making sure all the little 
nooks and crannies were soaped and rinsed before they 
stepped out, both reaching for the big sea-green towels. 


Cole dried off, his breath getting harder as he watched 
Mason doing the same and gazing at him just as avidly. As 
much as he wanted to jump right into bed with Mason, Cole 
took a few more moments to brush his teeth and saw that 
Mason joined him, a grin on his face. Cole didn’t care if it 
was amusing. He wanted this whole experience to be one 
they both remembered so he would be clean and fresh, at 
least at the beginning. Putting the brush down, he turned 
to Mason and saw that his chin was red. 


“Crap.” 
“Now that’s what I call romantic,” Mason said, putting 


his toothbrush into the cup on the counter and looking up 
at Cole. 


“You have beard burn on your chin from before. I need to 
shave. It won’t take a minute.” Cole wasn’t going to leave 
marks all over Mason for people to talk about. Besides, he 
didn’t want anything about this night to be negative. Was 
he being just a bit anal? Probably so, but it was important. 


“You’re kidding. Cole, I don’t care. Come on, let’s...” 
Mason tugged on Cole’s arm. 


“Hey,” Cole said, holding firm, “please give me a couple 
of minutes here. I don’t want you covered with marks for 
everyone to see and gossip about. What we do is between 
the two of us. I don’t want you to be embarrassed to show 
your face because it’s got obvious signs of...” 


“Shh, it’s okay. Go on. I’ll watch.” Mason turned and 
hopped up onto the counter between the two sinks and 
leaned back against the mirror. He crossed his arms, and 
looked at Cole as if asking what was taking him so long. 


Cole shivered, but set about being as quick as he could 
carefully be. He wasn’t worried about Mason’s whiskers, 
nearly nonexistent as they were. Why was he stalling? Was 
he really? Was he worried about scratching Mason’s skin or 
was he worrying about being everything that Mason 
needed? It had been a long time since Cole had been with 
anyone and never with a person as important as Mason. 
Could he be as good to and for Mason as he wanted? 


“Uh, Cole? You need help with that? You just cut yourself 
a little. What’s got you all frazzled? I’m sitting here trying 
not to bounce and wiggle like a five-year-old being denied 
his dessert. I’m about to jump your bones if you don’t jump 
mine. If you’re wondering if this is what I want, read my 
lips. I. Want. This. You and me, together, touching, tasting, 
kissing, jerking off, rubbing, rimming, screwing, yep, all of 
it. Boy, your eyes got wide at that.” Mason laughed and 
finished. “I want to be yours and I want you to be mine, 
tonight, in the next few minutes. Got it?” 


It took Cole only a few seconds to finish, and he didn’t cut 
himself again. He wiped his face and stepped between 
Mason’s legs, wrapped his arms around him, and pulled 
him off the counter. His murmured, “Got it,” was almost 
lost as he reached to flick off the light and carried Mason 
into the bedroom. He did feel relief at Mason’s words. 
Mason’s legs were around his waist and arms were tight 
around his neck. Cole’s heart thudded like he’d humped ten 
miles with a full pack on his back. As it was, his own 
personal heaven was clinging to his front. 


He was like every other gay man—hell, any man out 
there. He wanted sex, and would like to have it often. But 
his life here didn’t allow for that and he really wasn’t the 
type to do the casual thing that much. Cole had Mason in 
his arms, admitting that he wanted the same thing. Time 
for prevaricating, obsessing, and wondering was over. 


Cole lowered Mason to the bed that he’d turned down 
earlier. He followed, staying close. He fit his hips between 
Mason’s and used his elbows to keep his weight off 
Mason’s chest and ribs. Their cocks were now more in line 
with each other, brushing and rubbing causing shortened 
breathing, and Cole watched as Mason closed his eyes and 
shuddered out a soft sigh. 


“That feels better than anything I can ever remember. I 
know you’re being careful of my ribs, but please come 
down on me. I want to feel you. Pll let you know if it hurts, I 
swear,” Mason said, looking up into Cole’s face. 


Despite his instinct for caution, Cole did as requested, 
slowly lowering himself until his body covered Mason’s. He 
was Still taking a little weight on his arms, but he could tell 
that Mason was pleased by the soft hum that followed the 
heartfelt sigh as they connected, fully naked, from head to 
toes. 


“How can I feel like I’ve just come home? God, this is 
where I’m supposed to be,” Mason murmured against 
Cole’s throat. 


Cole found that he felt the same way, like he’d just found 
what he’d been dreaming of longer than he wanted to think 
about. 


“I know, baby, I know. Me too. Feels so right.” Cole’s 
mouth moved to take Mason’s in a passionate kiss. 


Mason opened to him and Cole felt Mason’s hands move 
over his back and down to cup his ass cheeks. Mason’s 
tongue met his and they left hesitation, put it behind them, 
and devoured each other in an ecstatic meshing of mouths 
and bodies. Cole’s one hand was in Mason’s thick, soft hair 
while the other slid down to reach between them, grasping 
both their cocks and squeezing. 


Cole felt as well as heard Mason’s gasp at the exquisite 
feeling of their cocks rubbing together. He knew it was all 


he could do not to lose it completely, so he figured Mason 
was feeling the same. 


“Not going to last if you keep that up. Nnh, feels so 
good.” Mason bucked his hips and Cole tightened his 
fingers, moving them up and down both their lengths. He 
didn’t care when they got off, just that they did, preferably 
together. 


“Shh, it’s okay. I think we’ve both waited long enough,” 
Cole said. With that, he moved so that he was off to the side 
a bit and could get a better grip on their cocks. Both were 
leaking and he found it easy to slide his hand over them 
spreading the moisture around and making it easy to pump 
faster and harder. 


“Cole!’ Mason shouted, and Cole felt wet heat cover his 
hand and then he was a goner too. He joined Mason, 
coming hard, breathing hard, and almost laughing aloud at 
how damn good it felt. “Ah, Mason, yeah.” 


Being able to see Mason’s face played a big part in Cole’s 
enjoyment at their mutual release. He wanted to put that 
look on his lover’s face until the time that he was gazing 
down at a gray-haired old man. There was no doubt about 
how he wanted to take Mason now. He wanted to be face- 
to-face, watch the emotions pass through those gorgeous 
gray eyes. They were so expressive. As a matter of fact, 
now they were showing a little apprehension. That wasn’t 
good. 

“What’s the matter? I didn’t hurt you, did I?” Cole asked, 
leaning down to drop a sweet kiss on Mason’s lips. 

“Not at all, it was wonderful. I...1 was just hoping to...” 
Mason closed his eyes and tightened his lips, stopping his 
words before he finished. 

“Hey now, stop that. You were hoping, what? 

“More. I want you to make love to me, take me, make me 
yours. You promised,” Mason said, his voice gaining 


strength as he spoke and Cole thought he almost sounded 
like the disappointed five-year-old he’d mentioned earlier. 


Cole leaned until they were just shy of nose-to-nose and 
he was looking right into Mason’s eyes and said, “What 
makes you think we’re finished?” 


Cole could see the smile hit Mason’s eyes first. They 
crinkled at the corners and seemed to beam light up at him. 
Pulling back just a bit, he caught the happiness on Mason’s 
lips with his own. He couldn’t believe that Mason had 
thought they were done for the night. Not likely. 


Cole reached over Mason to get one of the cloths from 
the small table by the bed. The candles were still burning, 
causing stuttering mellow lights against the walls and 
across the bed. After a quick cleanup, he tossed that one 
back and reached for the lube and condoms he’d set out. As 
he was moving back over the top of Mason, he felt fingers 
on his chest then onto his ribs. 


Oh shit. Mason was tickling him? Obviously his joy in 
finding that the night’s activities weren’t over put him ina 
playful mood. Cole squirmed, trying to get away from those 
clever fingers without hurting Mason’s ribs at the same 
time. No fair! Mason’s laughter was contagious, though, so 
he dropped the items by the pillows and grabbed those 
hands that were torturing him. Trying hard not to sound 
like he was giggling like a schoolgirl, Cole gave in to his 
feelings. He was so damned ticklish. Frankly, it was good to 
just let go and be happy, even silly fora moment. Seeing 
the joy and mischievous look on Mason’s face turned Cole 
on like nothing before. 


Lovemaking wasn’t just technique. It was joy, happiness, 
closeness, and yes! That dawning look of desire as Cole 
took Mason’ hands and brought them to his face, kissing 
the palms separately before bending to take Mason’s 
mouth with undiluted passion. He pushed his tongue inside, 


withdrawing and reentering repeatedly as he gave away his 
plans for them. 


“Behave, you,” Cole finally pulled away enough to say. He 
nuzzled his nose against Mason’s, breathing deeply. 


“T like hearing you laugh. Kiss me again. I like that even 
better.” Mason brought his hands up now, taking Cole’s 
face and drawing it back so he could now take Cole’s 
mouth. Cole eagerly participated in a repeat of the previous 
kiss, this time with Mason taking the lead. He could feel 
Mason’s cock getting hard once again and knew that he 
was ready for the next step. Nudging Mason’s hip with his 
own erection had Mason clutching him tightly and moving 
in a sexy rolling motion that brought them back into the 
most sensual contact. 


“Now,” Cole said. 


“Now,” Mason echoed. Fun, flirtation, and words were 
over and it was time to make love. Cole was so ready. He 
handed the lube to Mason and grabbed the condom packet. 
After he ripped it open, he was surprised when Mason took 
it from him, but lay back to see what Mason would do. 


Mason pushed until Cole was lying flat and, with the 
condom in his hand, he began to move his lips down the 
middle of Cole’s body, eliciting a strong shudder from Cole. 
It was all Cole could do to lie still and let Mason play with 
him. He knew it was contradictory, but he’d gone from his 
earlier hesitation to his present inability to wait another 
minute. 


“Please,” Cole said, not admitting, even to himself, that it 
sounded like begging. 


Mason didn’t answer. He simply replied by taking Cole’s 
cock in his hot mouth and going more than halfway down 
the length of it. His empty hand gripped the base and held 
it for his mouth to explore. His tongue licked and lapped at 
the head, teasing the slit, then curled around as he slid it 


down the shaft, up and down and around until Cole thought 
he’d lose it again before getting inside Mason. 


“God, Mason, I’m gonna...” Cole got no further as Mason 
pulled off his dick like a lollipop and started placing the 
condom on it, rolling it down, then giving it a final kiss. 


Before leaving his present position, Mason reached for 
Cole’s balls, rolling them in his hand and pressing a quick 
almost chaste kiss to each before crawling back up and 
lying with his head on the pillow. He gazed up at Cole’s 
incredulous face, waiting, as if he didn’t know that he’d just 
rocked Cole’s world. 


Taking the lube, Mason handed it to Cole and said quietly, 
“Get me ready?” 


Cole popped the top and liberally coated his fingers, even 
placing an extra dollop into his palm. He pushed up with 
the other hand to ease over between Mason’s legs, which 
spread wide to accommodate him. God, just look at that— 
open and trusting. Was there ever a more exciting sight? 
He bent to his task, eager to join their bodies. His heart 
nearly thumped out of his chest when Mason reached down 
and took hold behind his knees and pulled his legs up 
almost to his chest. Cole took the advantage given while 
nearly unable to look away. 


He placed the extra lube at Mason’s entrance and pushed 
in with one slick finger. There was no way he was going to 
take a chance on hurting Mason, but he was so very eager 
to get on with it. Very carefully, he stretched Mason’s hole, 
taking the time to add another finger, then a third, allowing 
Mason to get used to each added digit. When Mason began 
pushing up, raising his hips to meet each thrust of Cole’s 
fingers, Cole decided that it was a definite clue that Mason 
was ready for more. He eased his fingers from Mason’s 
hole and wiped them on the sheet tangled next to them. 
Laundry was not high on his list right then. 


Placing his hands on Mason’s taut thighs, Cole positioned 
his cock at Mason’s hole and pushed. As it inched in, past 
that first tight ring of muscle, he heard both gasps and 
moans from Mason, but nothing that sounded like pain. 
When he was finally seated fully within Mason’s body, he 
took his eyes from their joining to peer at Mason’s face. Oh, 
that was a look that he would remember forever. Wonder, 
joy, and honest sexual excitement made Mason’s face glow 
with emotions clearly visible to Cole. He began to move. He 
had to. 


Despite how far gone he was into passion and the need 
for release, Cole was aware of Mason’s ribs still being sore. 
He stayed in this position for a few slow in and out glides 
that had them both gasping. Sweat began to bead on Cole’s 
face and he saw similar moisture on Mason’s upper lip. 
Moving his hands from Mason’s legs to the bed on either 
side of his body, Cole leaned down to lick across that sexy 
lip. 

“Put your legs around my waist and hold on tight,” he 
directed Mason. 


When Mason had complied with the directive, Cole rolled 
them so that Mason was on top, bearing no weight and free 
to move as he wanted. Cole had never been so thankful for 
a king-sized bed. Mason was now sitting on his hips, his 
knees beside Cole. Mason put his hands on Cole’s chest, 
then moved one up to his neck, holding on as he began to 
raise and lower his hips, sliding up and down the hard, 
thick cock inside him. There was such an expression of 
concentration on Mason’s face. Cole tried to gauge it, make 
sure it wasn’t discomfort. 


“Okay?” he asked, taking hold of the hand that Mason 
had on his neck and drawing it to his mouth. 


“Never...ever...better. You’re very big, and hot, and I 
can’t tell you how good it feels to be full of you, and looking 


at you. I don’t want to lose this, Cole. Don’t let them take 
this away, okay?” 

Cole didn’t know if Mason was talking about the men 
from Chicago or who them was, but he didn’t have any 
trouble promising Mason what he wanted. 


“How about we meet here tomorrow night and you can 
have a chance at filling me up with that fine cock?” Cole 
asked, staring at the long cock that bobbed with Mason’s 
movements. He put a hand down to take it and begin 
stroking, clasping, rolling with a firm grip. 

“It’s a date. God, just the thought of you wanting me to... 
Mason seemed beyond words as he must be visualizing 
their reversed positions. He began to move faster, forcing 
himself down hard onto Cole’s cock, gasping each time he 
began to pull back off to slide down again. Cole helped by 
thrusting up, meeting Mason’s downward motions and it 
wasn’t long before Mason shouted his name. Heat covered 
Cole’s hand as Mason came, shooting over Cole’s wrist and 
stomach. 


Cole clutched Mason’s hips and helped him, tilting him 
slightly so that with each downward stroke he was grazing 
across Mason’s prostate and getting a grateful gasp every 
time. Mason clenched him so tightly as he spasmed that 
soon Cole was filling the condom, his body convulsing a bit 
as he tried to help Mason stay upright and hold him still as 
he went through the final movements that came along with 
his release. Patting Mason’s hip, he encouraged him to 
slide off as he held on to the base of the condom. 


Mason collapsed at his side, breathing deeply, as Cole 
took care of the condom and then reached for the other 
cloth. He cleaned up, then folded the cloth and took care of 
Mason. Gently, he moved the washcloth over tender flesh 
that still throbbed a bit with aftershocks of the intense 


orgasm. Finally, he turned and opened his arms for Mason 
to come into them. 


Mason lost no time in snuggling up against him, both of 
them on their sides. Cole looked at Mason closely for signs 
of pain or soreness and saw only happiness and exhaustion. 


“I’m fine, don’t even ask. I just need you to tell me it was 
as good as I thought it was.” 


Mason surely couldn’t be doubting it! Cole hastened to 
relieve Mason’s mind on that point. 


“T have never, and I mean this, felt like this before, 
during, or after sex. There’s more to it with us, Mason. 
There just is. That makes it lovemaking. There’s such a 
difference. I don’t know how long it takes to fall in love. I 
don’t know if there’s a timeline. I just know I’ve never felt 
like this and I want you to stay with me and see if what we 
have is love, or at least the beginning stages of love. I know 
it’s not just sex. What about you? You okay with all this?” 


“Love. Wow. I came looking for protection. I don’t know 
about timelines, either. I just know I want to be with you, 
make love with you, for as long as you'll let me be here.” 
Mason wasn’t afraid to look him in the eyes as he said 
those words, which told Cole that Mason meant them 
sincerely. 


“T'd say we’re both in the same place. Extreme like, 
bordering on love, with a healthy dose of old fashioned lust 
thrown in to make it even better.” Cole watched Mason’s 
face dissolve into laughter. 


“Perfect description, Cole. Just perfect. Add in time to 
turn those words around in the near future and I’ma 
happy, satisfied man.” Mason put his head on Cole’s 
shoulder and they snuggled in to sleep. Right before dozing 
off completely, Cole remembered to set the alarm for early 
in the morning. He tightened his arms around a sleeping 
Mason and joined him in slumber. 


Chapter Twelve 


Mason blinked a few times, waking up to soft cooing 
sounds coming through the window. It was a nice, low tone 
that soothed him and made him want to lie and listen to it 
for a few moments. 


“That’s nice, isn’t it? It’s a mourning dove. Sweet sounds 
to wake up with. I liked waking up to the sound of your 
breathing, so close to me too. It’s not quite light yet and I 
don’t want to even think about today. I’d rather stay here 
with you, just like this.” Like this meant wrapped up in 
Cole’s arms, heads close together on the same pillow. 
Mason could live with that. He didn’t remember moving, 
but surely he hadn’t slept like this all night. At Cole’s 
words, Mason tried to move to his back, but his ribs 
protested the movement. 


“Ow!” 
“What? Mason, what’s the matter?” Cole drew away and 
rose to lean on his elbow looking down at Mason. 


“My ribs are tired of being in the same position for so 
long. They’ll ease up when I get them warmed up some. 
Relax, it’s not from what we did last night. I can see you 
thinking guilty thoughts.” Mason moved, wiggling around a 
little to get the kinks out, turning this way and that, 
bumping into Cole as often as possible in the process. 


“Flirt,” Cole teased him, the corners of his eyes crinkling 
as he smiled. 


“Damn right. Like it?” Mason answered quickly. 


“Damn right. Better now?” Cole asked, now that Mason 
had settled on his back, staring up at Cole. 


“Much. So, back to lazy mornings and soft serenades 
from the morning birds. I could really get used to this, you 
know, the sounds and the beautiful countryside. I’m not 
kidding when I say I’d like to stay here. I like the people 
too, some much more than others.” Mason grinned up at 
him, raising a hand to put it on the back of Cole’s neck, 
pulling him down. 


Mason kissed Cole with lazy thoroughness and Cole 
responded in the same manner. There was no hurry, but a 
sweet, soft melding of lips and tongues that greeted the 
morning in the best way possible. Mason felt his heart 
melting at the beauty of the moment. Nothing stated or 
claimed, but inherently known, he felt, to both of them, a 
feeling of rightness and homecoming. 


Slowly, tongue sliding out a bit at a time, Mason ended 
the kiss with a last glide along Cole’s upper lip, then unable 
to resist, along the bottom one too. 


“Mmm, I love your mouth.” 


Cole grunted. “Even in the morning? Must be one of 
those L words.” 


“L words?” Okay, Mason was confused. 


“Yeah, remember, extreme like, maybe love, definitely 
lust.” 


“Oh yeah, those. Must be that, and you’re right, I could 
just lie here all day with you, but we have some really bad 
ass guys to catch. I know you’ve got my back and I'll be all 
right, but I admit to being nervous.” Mason stroked the 
side of Cole’s face, smoothing over the stubble. “I wish we 
could go to Judieanne’s diner for a big breakfast, wish that 
had never happened to her. I feel like we’re going to need 
our protein today. I hope nothing goes wrong.” His 
sentences moved from one subject to another like tennis 


balls being served back and forth. His thoughts were a 
jumbled mass of happiness at being with Cole, sadness 
about Judieanne, and fear about what would go down this 
morning. 

Mason didn’t want Cole to think he lacked trust in him, 
but he was aware that these men might be responsible for 
several deaths and that they came here with his death 
planned. They’d beaten Judieanne horribly and thought 
nothing of it. A healthy dose of nerves was called for, in his 
mind. 


“I’m doing everything I can think of to make sure nothing 
happens to you or anyone else today. I’ve got us covered up 
to our eyeballs in law officers, and may take some ribbing 
for overdoing it, but I told you I’m not taking any chances. I 
know the area there and can get really close without them 
being aware of it. l'll be there and in place before Ace 
brings you in,” Cole explained, and Mason knew Cole had 
spent a good deal of time making arrangements for this 
morning. 

“Can we call the hospital and see how Judieanne is this 
morning? Maybe the swelling has gone down some. I hate 
to think of her being scared of noises because she can’t 
see,” Mason said. He’d liked the young pretty black woman 
as soon as he’d met her. Knowing how Cole felt about her, 
he’d been ready to like her, but she’d taken right up with 
him in her kitchen. He really would love to work with her 
when this was over. 


“Good idea. We should get up, but first, there’s something 
I'd like to do.” And with no other warning, Cole slid down 
under the covers and before Mason could ask, he had his 
answer, and words were impossible. Cole had taken 
Mason’s cock into his mouth and was sliding up and down. 
Mason gasped and grabbed the covers, throwing them back 
so he could see this. He had to see this. Oh, what a sight. 
One he would never forget. 


Cole grinned up at him as he pulled off, sliding his tongue 
out to glide up one side and down the other, making Mason 
groan and begin to move his hips, wanting more. Cole took 
the hint and went back to mouthing his cock, sucking and 
licking the head and down the length. One hand held the 
base while he worked it perfectly. The other hand went to 
Mason’s balls, rolling them and squeezing just that little bit 
that was enough to send him into ecstasy without causing 
pain. 

Cole moved a finger past them over that tender area 
before reaching his hole and when he teased into it slightly, 
Mason lost it. Game over. He shot, jerking up to a sitting 
position over Cole’s head. He put his hands on Cole’s 
shoulders and moved him back once his dick was clean and 
too sensitive to take any more right then. Besides, it was 
Cole’s turn. 


“Good morning to you too. Now lie back and let me at 
that,” Mason said, pointing to Cole’s leaking cock. Cole 
stared at him a moment and then complied, obviously 
figuring Mason wouldn’t do anything he didn’t feel he was 
up to. 

Mason took great joy in engulfing Cole’s cock and sliding 
down as far as he could. What he couldn’t reach, he 
covered with his hand, sliding it around and up and down 
in the small space left at the base so that all of Cole’s cock 
was being stimulated. Cole’s response was loud and long. 
Mason knew he was pleasing his lover from the sounds that 
Cole couldn’t contain. It made him nearly as happy to do 
this for Cole and see his enjoyment as it was to receive the 
same treatment earlier. That’s what it was all about, he 
figured. 


Using Cole’s technique as a plan, Mason repeated the 
same moves. He manipulated Cole’s balls, finding out how 
much to squeeze to get the sounds he wanted. He slid his 
finger back between Cole’s cheeks and as soon as he 


touched the ring of tight muscles at his entrance, Cole 
shouted and came down Mason’s throat. Frantically, he 
swallowed, determined to take it all. He did, and then 
carefully cleaned Cole and crawled triumphantly back up to 
lie against Cole’s chest. 


“Wow. As if my feelings weren’t enough, that was a 
mighty big incentive to make sure we're right back here 
tonight, and tomorrow morning. Damn, you okay? Not 
sore?” Cole asked, running his hands down Mason’s back. 


“I’m fine, promise. Let’s shower and you call the hospital. 
rll see what I can come up with for breakfast,” Mason 
suggested. Cole nodded, and they slid out of the big bed, 
heading for the bathroom. 


Minutes later, clean, refreshed, and ready to face the day, 
they let Festus out into the yard and Cole pulled his phone 
off the charger to call Judieanne. It rang as he turned it on 
and he looked at it a moment as if afraid to hear bad news. 


“Cole.” Mason watched closely, as he featured heavily in 
the morning’s activities. 


“Hey, Marshall, how’s Judieanne this morning? I was just 
now getting ready to call.” Cole listened, his face lightening 
at whatever Marshall was saying. Mason hoped it was good 
news. That would be a nice change. Although, after last 
night and this morning, he couldn’t find much wrong with 
his immediate world. 


He found eggs, bacon, some cheese, and a bag of hash 
browns and got busy making breakfast. Deciding there 
wasn’t time to make biscuits, he put a couple of pieces of 
bread in to toast for them and got the table set. He kept 
glancing at Cole’s face to see what all Marshall was saying, 
because from Cole’s face it went from good to bad to 
worse. What in the world? 


He couldn’t glean anything from Cole’s words as they 
were mostly grunts and uh-huhs. Just as he got everything 


ready and carried to the table, Cole slapped the phone shut 
and cursed. 


“Shit. We’re down one sheriff and one trooper, both from 
the same county. There was a massive wreck on the 
interstate that runs through their county and they’ve all 
been called in to help. Several cars and two semi trucks 
were involved.” Cole ran his hand through his short hair, 
scrubbing against his scalp. “That’s okay. I over-planned 
just for a scenario like this. We never know when 
something is going to happen in this line of work. We have 
to be ready to drop whatever and go to emergencies. I just 
hope nothing happens in Weston County today.” 


“What about Judieanne? That looked like it might be good 
news,” Mason prodded. 


Cole’s face lightened and he smiled. “Yeah, the swelling 
has gone down just enough, slits really, but she can see a 
little and that makes her feel better. She fussed at Marshall 
for staying there all night, but he said he could tell she was 
glad he did. I’d love to see them together. He really likes 
her and she’d never find anyone who would take better 
care of her. But you can’t make love happen. If she falls for 
him, it will be wonderful. Sissy loves her already.” Cole 
looked at Mason and the table that was now set, and the 
steaming plates that were there along with both coffee and 
juice. 

“How’d you do this so fast? Was I on there that long?” 
Cole seemed impressed. 


“T have a history, remember? I can do a lot of things at 
once in the kitchen. I’m used to it. I love it.” 


Cole motioned for Mason to sit down with him and a few 
bites later said, “I can tell. You’re really good. I can cook all 
this, but somehow it doesn’t taste like this does. You’re a 
real cook.” 


“Thanks,” Mason said, and knew he was beaming at the 
praise. “Tell me, how’s this going down?” Mason wanted to 
get right to it and get this thing over with. His nerves were 
beginning to jangle. 

“Okay, so now we have nine in the woods to take on four 
supposedly unarmed men. I’m not taking that for granted, 
trust me.” Cole reached over to take Mason’s hand, twining 
their fingers together. Mason grasped tightly, needing the 
grounding effect of Cole’s touch. 


“I know. I trust you.” 


Cole continued, saying, “We’ll meet at the motel and go 
over what you all are to say, if given the chance, to get the 
most out of this Ronnie character. Maybe bring the other 
guy, Bart, into it. Sometimes the second-in-command wants 
some glory. He might brag. Let’s finish here and get over 
there early. I want this over and everybody safe again.” 
Cole wasted no time as he polished off his meal and helped 
Mason with clean up. They brought Festus back in, fed him, 
and gave him some quick love scratches. 


At the front door, Cole paused, looking mouth-watering in 
his fatigues. Evidently Cole looked great in any kind of 
uniform! Mason stopped with him and stepped right into 
the open arms. Instead of the wild kiss he expected, Mason 
was enveloped and hugged, just short of painfully. Cole was 
always thinking of him. Mason put his arms up to encircle 
Cole’s neck and went up on tiptoes to press his face into 
the tanned skin above the starched collar. 


He nuzzled in, breathing in deeply the scent that was all 
Cole. No cologne or aftershave. Mason drew in clean, fresh 
man and he couldn’t get enough. He tightened his arms, 
ensuring that they were pressed together from shoulders to 
knees. For some reason, this meant more than a kiss, more 
closeness, more bonding. For a moment, they were one, as 
if they were truly joined. 


“Let’s do this. We have a date tonight,” Cole said, and 
despite the aggressive words, it was a slow parting. They 
took a moment, just as Mason’s face made it into Cole’s 
view, to look at each other. It was quiet; it was a still life of 
extreme emotions. Fortified by what Mason saw in Cole’s 
eyes and hoping that Cole could see the trust and matching 
sentiment in his, they stepped out the door. 

2K XK XK O* 


Cole shook hands with Sheriff Dave Palmer and 
introduced him to the other men gathered in the small 
motel room. It was pretty much standing room only in 
there. Everybody who was coming to the party was present 
and there was an air of adrenaline and anxiety that made 
for awkward silences followed by bursts of questions and 
answers. 


Cole, still commanding in his old army camouflage outfit, 
spoke to Donnell while State Trooper Bland was fixing the 
wire on him. He knew Donnell wasn’t mentally 
handicapped, but the man wasn’t personally motivated to 
do anything other than what his brother suggested. He was 
content to quietly follow along with whatever Ace 
suggested. Cole wanted to make sure this was something 
Donnell could pull off without blowing the whole show for 
them. 


“You up to this, Donnell?” he asked, watching the process 
with the chip and the wire as the officer worked quietly. 


“Yes sir. I won’t let you down. I won’t draw no attention 
to me and Ill just stand still and let Ace do the talking. I’m 
good with that. I don’t got much to say. But I would like to 
say that I’m sorry for what happened to Miss Judieanne. I 
know it’s all our fault and we’re going down for it. It’s only 
right.” Cole could tell Donnell was about to crack. 

“Hey, you’re going a long way toward making things right 
with what you’re doing this morning. Miss Judieanne is a 


little better. She can see a little and she’s not as scared 
anymore. You help us get the men who really did this, okay, 
Donnell? You’re a really important part of this deal,” Cole 
wasn’t above stroking Donnell’s need to make amends. 


“Is that true?” Ace asked from behind him. Cole turned to 
face the dominant Hawkins brother. “Is she really better 
today? I want to ask you again if we can see her for just a 
few minutes before we go away. I...we need to see her, 
please.” Ace had never sounded so calm and resigned to 
anything as long as Cole had known him. And, he’d 
certainly never heard the man use the word “please”. 


“TIl see what she says. Knowing her, she’ll be fine with it. 
That’s for later. Okay, everybody, let’s get this straight and 
get the show on the road. I’ve already drawn a map of the 
Jackson place with all the things I can remember about 
what’s where. There are no outbuildings left there. That 
means no cover of that kind, but the woods go almost right 
up to the back door. Brad says the grass and weeds are 
really tall, too. That will help. The Jacksons had no children, 
so they didn’t bother with a backyard as such. That works 
in our favor. Ace filled you in on the fact that the car will be 
parked in the back. We’re going to be there well ahead of 
Ace, Mason, and Donnell.” Cole glanced from one person to 
the next as he spoke of their parts. 


“Mason knows we’ve got his back and he knows what to 
say to get as much as he can on the past murders that we 
think this group is good for. Ace knows his lines to get the 
conversation going in the right direction for Mason to pick 
up on. Brad and Sully have been out there already this 
morning and are waiting for us to show. They’ve scouted 
the area and have picked out places for each of us. 
According to them, the men are still asleep, or at least all is 
quiet for now. I changed into this so I can get a little closer 
without my uniform shining brightly.” He looked around to 
see if everyone was on board with him so far. 


“This is a case of cut off the head of the snake, as we 
said, so Ronnie is our first target. We want these people 
alive, though. We want them to face years and years in 
prison, no quick easy death for them this morning. I’ve got 
Mason to retrieve; Detectives Garvin and Harrington are 
going to take down Ronnie. Marshall, you and Carl will get 
this Bart guy.” Cole glanced over to see Marshall was alert 
and ready, despite the fact that he couldn’t have slept much 
last night. 


“Sheriff Palmer and Trooper Bland will take the dark, 
long-haired one, and Brad and Sully will take the blond 
one. They seem to be good little soldiers who do the dirty 
work for Ronnie. According to Mason, Ronnie doesn’t take 
part in the actual violence. He stands back, directs, and 
watches. Judieanne said the same thing. Four men, three 
hit her.” Each man nodded as he was given his target. 


Cole looked around the room and finally said, “I don’t 
mind telling you this is the first bit of violence I’ve dealt 
with since coming back from Afghanistan. Does anyone 
have any questions? Is there anything I’ve missed?” 


“You’ve said you don’t think they have weapons. Any 
more intel from the guys out there on that? Have they seen 
anything?” Bland asked. 


“As far as we know, no one has seen any weapons other 
than the rod they used to kill Robin McClure. If these are 
indeed the ones who killed several other men in Chicago, 
the MO is beating, not other forms. As Mason said once, 
they seem to like the hands-on approach. But don’t take 
that as the gospel. They may all be carrying. We have to 
assume they are, so as not to be surprised, and not ina 
good way. Ace, you all ever see any weapons?” Cole 
glanced at Ace, who stood still and quiet. 


“No sir. They never showed me any or talked about any at 
all. To be honest, now that I think about it, they seem a 


little off, you know? They said something about a mission 
and taking the trash out, making society clean again. Now 
that I think about it, it sounds like that Hitler guy cleaning 
up who he thought wasn’t good enough. Freaky. I didn’t 
pay much attention at the time, though.” Ace sounded sorry 
indeed that he didn’t have more to share. 


“All we know is that we think the victims have all been 
gay men, not all the same types, but a common thread of 
homosexuality. They may be riding a wave of righteousness 
and clearing their conscience with the knowledge that 
they’re doing it for society, to make the world a better 
place, ridding it of all of what they perceive to be,” Cole put 
his hands up to make the quote marks around, “trash.” 


Cole heard muttering and turned to Donnell and asked, 
“You got something to say, Donnell?” 


“It ain’t their place to decide who’s good or not. They’re 
bad for killing people, that’s all,” Donnell spoke up, sure 
and strong. 


“I think Donnell has put it in a nutshell for us, guys. Let’s 
do this. We’ve been over it and over it. Everybody knows 
what to do and what to say. Belaboring it will only make us 
crazy. Let’s go. Ace, you and Donnell leave with Mason in 
thirty minutes. That will give us plenty of time to get set up 
out there. Game on, people.” 


“A minute, Sheriff. I’ve had an idea.” This came from 
State Trooper Bland. 


“Yes?” 


“Since we have a pickup, why don’t I go with them, and 
stay down in the back through the whole thing? We’ll know 
from your intel once you’re there if they’re all together. If 
so, there’s no way lll be seen. That gives us one more way 
to cover any avenue of escape. I can monitor what’s going 
on from close to the action.” Bland looked at Ace and 
Donnell to say, “It’s not that I don’t trust you to show up, 


it’s just that it would be good to have someone in, close and 
hidden. I’ve got an old blanket in the car that IIl use to 
cover up with, just in case someone’s in an upstairs 
window.” 


“It’s an idea with merit,” Cole said, “and that still leaves 
Palmer to take down the long-haired one. Now you know 
that there will only be one call from out there to let you 
know the situation and then everyone turns off their radios. 
All we need is someone coming on to say there’s a domestic 
disturbance or a wreck, or even static to alert them to 
company in those woods. Got it?” At everyone’s affirmative 
answers Cole and the rest of them headed out. 


They had already taken time to get all their radios on the 
same frequency and it would be Cole who called back with 
the information about where everyone was as they 
prepared to pull the truck into the drive of the Jackson 
farmhouse. Cole prayed that everything went well and no 
one got hurt this morning, especially Mason. As he settled 
into his cruiser, heat filled him as he thought of the 
embrace they’d shared at his front door. His doubts were 
over, his indecisiveness a thing of the past. He was in love 
with Mason Davenport. 

2K XK XK 


Talk about awkward. Mason sat in the room with the 
trooper and the two Hawkins brothers and didn’t know 
what to say. He sat on a chair by the desk and his knee 
bounced as he got more and more nervous. They were 
putting their faith in the Hawkins brothers not giving away 
their plan. Was that smart? He thought about it. From all 
he’d seen, they were changed men, those two. Donnell sat, 
head down, quiet and still. Ace walked around the room, 
occasionally stopping to pat Donnell on the shoulder, which 
tended to make Mason feel better. The state trooper was 
writing notes on a pad. Mason didn’t ask. 


Finally, Trooper Bland stood and said, “Let’s get the truck 
ready. You got anything in the back of it?” This was aimed 
at Ace. 


“Yes sir. A cooler with some beer in it. Our fishing gear 
was in there too. We were on our way out to Dodge’s house 
when we Saw her yesterday morning in...in that ditch.” 


“That’s good. I’ll have things to cover my presence a bit. I 
imagine they'll all be together, but in case they’re smart 
enough to have one on lookout somewhere, I don’t want to 
be too obvious. Let’s get this started. We don’t want to be 
late.” 


In the next few minutes, they all worked together to fix a 
place for the trooper to hide in the back of the truck. 
Mason noticed Donnell touching his chest often and 
wincing. He went over to the trooper and said, “I think the 
wire is itching Donnell. He keeps touching it. I don’t think 
that’s a good thing, huh?” 


The trooper looked over at Donnell just as Donnell 
winced once more as he turned from settling the cooler 
against the front of the truck bed. 


“You're right, Mason. Okay, everybody back in the room, 
quickly. Anybody got a razor? No, how about a really sharp 
knife? Yes, Ace? Bring it to me, please. Donnell, shirt off 
again.” 

Donnell’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head, but he 
stood still, shirt in hand, while the officer carefully pulled 
the taped wire from his chest, taking a good bit of hair with 
it. 

“Sorry, we usually shave a little patch before we put this 
on, but the razor seemed to be missing from the kit this 
morning and I didn’t think about it being a problem. Here, 
give me the knife.” He turned to Ace, his hand out. 


“Careful, it’s really sharp, uh, sir.” Ace handed over a 
lethal-looking knife that he’d gotten from behind the seat of 


the truck. 


Within minutes a small area of Donnell’s chest had been 
shaved and the wire replaced, this time not pulling against 
the hair and causing him discomfort. He smiled at the 
trooper and said, “Thanks, sir. I wasn’t gonna say nothin’, 
but it was buggin’ me a lot. It’s better now.” 


“Good. Don’t worry, it was my fault to begin with. But 
don’t reach up there again and touch it, okay? You can’t 
give away the fact that it’s there. Can you be cool about it?” 
Donnell nodded quick and hard. Trooper Bland treated 
Donnell with respect and Mason admired that. 


Mason was surprised to find that he wasn’t feeling more 
animosity for the two brothers. They were both full of 
remorse and obvious pain at what they’d caused. He 
wondered what would happen to them. Even more 
surprising was the urge he had to talk to Cole on their 
behalf. 


Yesterday, he’d never have thought he’d feel any 
compassion for the two men whose careless words had 
caused Judieanne such pain. Granted, they hadn’t ordered 
the beating, but their words had set forth the course of 
events that had her recuperating in the hospital. He would 
never get over seeing her in that ditch, clothes bloody and 
body so very damaged. Thing was, he didn’t think the 
brothers would ever forget it, either, and they had the 
added sting of knowing it wouldn’t have happened but for 
them. 


After the time-out to redo the wire, they were ready to 
head out as soon as Donnell had put his shirt on again. 
They piled into the truck, Mason in the middle, Trooper 
Bland under the cover in the back. 

Mason took his nerves in hand and said, “Ace, to use your 
own words, go ahead and be an asshole out there, okay? 
It’s what they expect. You need to sound cocky and proud 


that you were able to get me away from Cole. The story 
about catching me in the bathroom at the hospital will work 
fine. You can jerk me around a little. I’ll play along. You 
good on how to start the conversation going to get the best 
answers from them?” Mason hoped that Ace was a good 
actor and could go along with whatever turn the 
conversation took out there. 


“Yeah, I know what we want them to admit. Damn, I 
didn’t have no idea they were killers and all. Makes me 
kinda sick. What if they’d killed her, ya know? Like I said, 
I’ve always been a pretty worthless asshole, but I ain’t 
never really hurt nobody, you know, physically, I mean. 
Might have roughed up some boys in bar fights now and 
then, but hittin’ a woman? Uh-uh, that’s not what I’m 
about.” 


“Good to know,” Mason said as the truck slowed and they 
turned into a drive that was almost grown over with weeds. 
Ace stopped the truck and they waited. The house wasn’t 
visible from the road, so he idled while they waited to hear 
from Cole. Mason had a radio in the front with them and 
the trooper had one in the back. It wasn’t long before a 
spurt of static had them all jerking to attention. 


Cole’s calm, quiet voice came on to say, “Okay, here’s the 
situation. We are spread out around the whole of the back 
of the house. I’m going to be stationed very close to the 
back. I’ve come away from the house to call you and let you 
know it’s okay to come on. They’re all in the back, in the 
kitchen. I imagine they’ll all come out when you drive up, 
Ace. You all good to go?” 


“Yes, Cole. We’re ready,” Mason said. 
“Affirmative,” came the trooper’s voice from the back. 


“Okay, on my count everyone turn off your radios and 
let’s get this going. Ace, give me five minutes to get back 
into position and then drive on in. On the count of three. 


One, two, three.” Silence. Mason turned off his radio and 
put it in the glove box of the truck. They sat, still and, in 
Mason’s case, nervous, as they counted down the five 
minutes. 


“As they say in the movies, ‘Action!’” Mason said as Ace 
took a deep breath, and it was like he was indeed an actor. 
He sped up the trail to the house and swung the truck into 
the back next to the blue car with the new paint job. 


As the dust settled, Donnell looked over at his brother 
and said, “Ace?” 


Ace reached across Mason and patted Donnell’s leg and 
replied, “You’ll do a good job, Donnell. This is to make up 
for what happened to Miss Judieanne. Let’s do this.” He 
slapped his hand on the horn and opened his door, 
dragging on Mason to pull him out the driver’s side with 
him. The back door of the house flew open and all four men 
poured out. 


“Well, look here, boys. Our friends came through for us, 
just like they promised. Good job, Ace. How’d you get 
him?” Ronnie asked. The two whose names Ace couldn’t 
remember were on either side of Ronnie and Bart. They all 
stood just below the steps to the stoop. There wasn’t really 
a porch there. 


“Hell, it was a piece o’ cake. He left the bitch’s room to 
take a tinkle and I guess Cole figured he’d be all right just 
going to take a leak. Cole’s no doubt lookin’ for him by now, 
probably out at our place. You’re fine, he don’t know 
nothin’ about where you all are. He’ll be chasin’ his tail half 
the day lookin’ for his new buddy. You'll be long gone. Hey, 
what you want this one for anyway?” Ace had Mason by the 
arm and pulled him farther toward the four, but kept his 
hand on him. 


Mason made a point of trying to get away from Ace, but 
not putting too much into it. He managed to look scared, 


but spoke up. 


“He wants to kill me, you idiot. That’s why he followed 
me all the way from Chicago. I saw them kill a man in cold 
blood, right on the sidewalk. They saw me when I went to 
try to help him, so I ran. Now they have to kill me too. Nice 
job, asshole,” Mason said, his gaze moving from the four 
men back to Ace. 


“Wow, you all killed a guy? Dude,” Ace sounded 
impressed. “What’d he do?” 


“What’s it to you?” Ronnie wanted to know. 


“Nothin’, man. Just wonderin’, that’s all. Must have been 
somethin’ bad, though, huh?” Ace kept pushing. Mason 
thought he was doing a good job. 


“Bad enough. He saw us off somebody else, so now we’re 
in the same position with this one. No witnesses.” Ronnie 
took a step toward them. Mason’s heart jumped up in his 
throat. 


“Two people?” Ace asked, sounding more impressed than 
ever. 


All of a sudden, Bart, the man on Ronnie’s left, spoke up 
to say, “Hell, more than that, even. We’re cleaning up our 
part of Chicago. We’re clearing out the perverts in the area. 
It’s a mission.” 


The man sounded downright righteous. 


“Perverts? Eww, like what, porn people?” Ace played 
dumb really well. 


“Queers,” Bart answered, puffing out his chest, “all kinds 
of them. Ronnie’s smart and we don’t go after the same 
ones twice in a row. The good Lord knows there’s enough 
different kinds to keep us busy. One time a fuckin’ drag 
queen, the next a pretty boy hooker. You get it, we don’t get 
caught because we’re smart enough to not do the same 
kind of freak twice in a row and alert the cops to what’s 


going on. Ronnie’s brilliant.” Bart gazed over at Ronnie like 
he was a god or something. 


Mason was up. “I guess you all were responsible for all 
those murders I heard about in the club? I hadn’t put it all 
together, that it was the same people doing it all. You’re 
right, it was smart to change it up. You really think you’re 
doing good, huh?” Mason put a sneer in his voice. Did they 
have all they needed to put them away? All was quiet, so he 
pushed further. 


“Now I’m next, huh? Murder sure is easy for you all. I 
can’t believe what you did to Judieanne. That was fucking 
crazy. What did she ever do to you?” He jerked against Ace 
again, making a show of anger. 


“Nothing but a favor for a friend. Ace, you suggested we 
get him out of town in a hurry, but it makes more sense to 
me to just off him and leave him here in this old place. Be a 
long time before anyone finds him and we’ll be back in 
Chicago with no one the wiser. I take it you all can keep 
your mouths shut,” Ronnie said, taking another step 
forward. 


The three other men stepped up now, obviously getting 
ready to take Mason from Ace and get on with their plan to 
kill him right here. Mason turned to Ace and asked, “You all 
going to stay around and watch this time? Get your kicks? 
They’ve already admitted they killed several men in 
Chicago. How many in all would you say, Ronnie? Can you 
even remember?” 


“Seven,” Bart said, speaking for Ronnie. 


“You staying or going?” Ronnie asked, looking at Ace and 
Donnell. 

Ace dropped his hand from Mason’s arm so he’d be free 
to move. He stepped back two steps as the men advanced 
again. 


“Come on, Donnell, if we don’t see nothin’, we can’t say 


nothin’.” Ace started to turn toward the truck and they 
finally heard it. 


“Whup-uh-weeeoouh! Whup-uh-weeoouh!” The low bird 
call came from just a few feet back in the trees. 


“What was that?” One of the men, the blond one, asked, 
his eyes tracking through the woods. 


“It’s a whippoorwill, a bird. Haven’t you heard it out here 
before?” Ace asked, stopping his motion toward the truck 
and moving a step closer to Mason. 


Mason took a couple of steps to the left, away from 
Ronnie and Bart, who were in front of the group of men. As 
ordered, Mason dropped to the ground, making it look like 
he tripped. He grunted and lay still as he heard yells 
coming from all around. 


“Freeze! Put your hands up! This is Sheriff Cole Winters. 
You’re surrounded. Move in, men.” Mason had fallen so 
that he could see what was happening. 


Ronnie’s men scattered, which he fleetingly thought 
would be good for the ones who were supposed to take 
down each one, making them easy targets. He happened to 
have his eyes on Ronnie when he saw the man take a gun 
out of his pocket and aim it right where he lay. 


“T’d think twice if I were you. I’ve got a clear shot at your 
new buddy here.” Mason’s heart nearly thumped out of his 
chest. A gun. The man had a damn gun! 


Cole stepped out of the woods and walked toward Ronnie. 
Mason didn’t take his eyes off Ronnie, but, peripherally, he 
could see long-haired guy and blond guy being taken down. 
They weren’t going down quietly or easily, but they were 
outnumbered. Bart stood close to Ronnie, obviously hoping 
he would be safe with the boss, especially as he had the 
bargaining power. Mason figured that Marshall and Carl 


were waiting for their chance to get to him. Things 
changed when there was a gun involved. 


“Drop that gun. It’s over, Ronnie. Don’t make it worse 
than it is,” Cole said, arm steady, gun aimed right at 
Ronnie’s head. Mason hoped he was a good shot, because 
Ronnie wasn’t dropping the gun. As a matter of fact, he 
aimed and just then, out of the blue, Donnell screamed, 
“No!” and jumped between Ronnie and Mason, knocking 
Ace out of the way in the process. The gun went off and 
Donnell jerked. Ronnie turned and pointed the gun at Cole. 
Mason thought he’d faint from fear as he saw Ronnie’s 
finger on the trigger. Another shot was heard and another 
grunt before Donnell hit the dirt right beside Mason and 
Ronnie followed him down. 


God, that had happened so fast! Two shots and two men 
falling in rapid succession. Bart, taking advantage of the 
chaos, ran for the front of the house. 


Cole called out, “Heads up, Bland!” 


God knew where Bart thought he was going, but he 
stopped on a dime when Trooper Bland came up on his 
knees in the back of the truck and put his gun right in 
Bart’s face as he was sidling by the vehicle. 


“Freeze. Mother. Fucker.” Mason didn’t know if that was 
correct police procedure, but he liked it. The trooper 
hopped down, pulled out handcuffs, and had Bart secured 
to the side of the truck in no time. He hurried to help the 
other officers. 


There were men everywhere and it was momentary 
confusion. Cole had dropped to a knee beside Mason. 


“You all right?” His voice was shaking. 

Mason’s was too, as he said, “I’m fine. Check on Donnell. 
He took that bullet for me. Is he okay?” 

Mason was sitting up, trying to see Donnell. Between 
Ace, Cole, and Marshall, he couldn’t see what was going 


on. Frustrated, he looked around to see that the two 
detectives had both of the other men secured and sitting on 
the ground, cuffed hands and feet. Brad and Sully must 
have gone for the cars, because they were nowhere in 
sight. 

Mason saw Marshall take out his phone and call for an 
ambulance and stated they’d need the county coroner too. 


Sheriff Palmer and Carl were standing with the detectives 
and at their directive, went to grab Bart and bring him to 
join the others. Once he was settled with his cohorts, they 
cuffed his feet too. 


Mason got a clear look at Ace now and saw that he had 
tears on his face. He tuned in to what was being said. 


“Donnell, don’t you leave me, you hear? I need you,” Ace 
said, patting Donnell’s head, since there was blood all over 
his chest. 


“Hurts, Ace. Hurts real bad.” 


“I know, Donnell, but they’re comin’ to take you to the 
hospital. You’re gonna be okay. That was a brave thing you 
did, you know it? I’m proud of you. I’m mad at you too, for 
gettin’ shot and scarin’ the shit outta me, but I’m still 
proud.” Ace couldn’t seem to stop the tears and he ignored 
them as he kept petting Donnell’s head awkwardly. 


“I did good, didn’t I?” Donnell said, looking over at Mason 
now. “You okay there, Mason?” 


“Thanks to you I am. He was aiming to kill me for sure. I 
was scared, but you were very brave.” Mason meant every 
word. 

“You think Miss Judieanne will be proud of me too? If she 
forgives me, that is,” Donnell asked. Then, quietly, his eyes 
rolled back in his head and he was out. 

Ace screamed, “No!” every bit as loudly as Donnell had 
earlier and started to cry, trying to talk at the same time. 


“Don’t die, Donnell, you can’t die, I need you with me,” he 
sobbed. “I can’t be a good man without you with me. 
Please,” he hiccupped, and kept up his litany, “please, don’t 
die. I’ll do anything, just don’t die. Cole, please don’t let 
him die. Marshall, I’m sorry, man, but please help him.” 


Marshall checked Donnell over, found his pulse and took 
Ace’s hand, bringing it to Donnell’s neck so he could feel it 
too. 


“He’s just passed out from the pain. It’s the right side of 
his chest. We’ll have to see if it went through or not. I know 
there’s lots of blood, but he’s not dead. You hang on. Hold 
his hand.” Marshall showed what a good man he was as he 
helped Ace deal with his brother’s injury. 


Cole put a hand on the back of Mason’s neck and 
squeezed before he stood to go to Ronnie with Trooper 
Bland. 


“Dead?” he asked. 


“Yeah. Death by suicide. He knew we had him and he 
wasn’t going to prison. He knew what he was doing when 
he aimed at you. You had no choice. It’s a clear case, Cole. 
No question. These others will go down for what this guy 
masterminded. Damn, seven people killed in the name of 
what?” Bland said, shaking his head. 


“Prejudice. Idiocy. Hatred. You name it,” Cole said, his 
heart clearly heavy. “I’m thinking of seven young men killed 
just because they were gay and living in this man’s range of 
movement. And he almost got Mason, and now Donnell. I 
thank God that I was able to stop him. I don’t like killing 
another man, even one this evil, but I’ve no doubt that 
Ronnie would have shot me if I hadn’t gotten my shot off 
first. He’d have known that one of the others would kill him 
right after if he did.” 


They could hear cars coming up the drive and doors 
slamming. His deputies came over and knelt with him by 


Donnell. Ace never looked away from his brother, not once. 
Mason felt like a fool, sitting on the ground, so he got up 
and stood by Cole, feeling the misery roll right off the man. 
He knew Cole was hurting inside and he would be there for 
him later. Right now, he heard sirens, so he knew more 
chaos was coming. He stood well back out of the way. 


The same two paramedics were coming past all the cars, 
bringing a stretcher and bags with them. He watched as 
Cole directed them to Donnell. He asked if they’d let Ace 
ride with them in the ambulance and got a quick nod as 
they worked over the man, putting him on the stretcher, 
hooking him up to fluids, checking his pulse and whatever 
else they needed to do to get him on his way quickly. As 
they left, Brad and Sully left right behind them, following 
them to the hospital. 


Next came the coroner’s car, sliding to a stop behind all 
the other vehicles. Cole met him and brought him back to 
the body. After a quick introduction and a quick explanation 
of what happened, the coroner, Kevin Kraft, also the local 
mortician, asked if Carl would help him get the body bag 
onto a board he’d carried with him. They carried the body 
to the back of the coroner’s wagon and that car left. 


That left the detectives, Carl, Marshall, Mason, Trooper 
Bland, and Cole to gather up the three serial killers from 
Chicago. Well, not Mason. He wasn’t getting near them and 
he had no desire to be part of this. He wished he’d gone to 
the hospital. 


It was decided that Carl would accompany Trooper Bland 
as he took Bart in his car and the two detectives would take 
the other two. Marshall would meet them at the office and 
they would lock them up until everyone had all the right 
paperwork in order to take them where they needed to be 
so they could close this case. Carl would take Bland to get 
his car from the motel and meet Cole and Mason at the 


hospital. Mason’s ear perked up. They were going to the 
hospital? 

“I know you want to check on Donnell. I’ll take you to the 
hospital and you can stay there and wait for me, Carl, and 
Marshall to show up. Feel free to check on Judieanne if you 
want. Let her know she’s completely safe now and that 
you'll be glad to help get her back in business. That will 
make her recovery much quicker. I’ll be by as soon as I can 
get things squared away at the office.” Cole took Mason’s 
hand and squeezed it, saying, “You did a good job, Mason. 
You got them to say just what we needed. They won’t have 
any trouble making their case. Oh hell, I hope he didn’t 
nick the wire with that shot.” 


Cole turned to Officer Bland, who held up the chip for 
them to see. He must have eased it off Donnell’s chest. It 
didn’t matter; it was just the transmitter. The recording 
was somewhere else. Mason didn’t know or care where. He 
was just glad it was over. He followed Cole to his cruiser 
and they backed down the drive and onto the road, heading 
for the hospital. 


“Can I just say how very, very much I need to hold you 
right now?” Mason asked, putting his hand on Cole’s thigh. 
He didn’t want to interfere with his driving, but he had to 
touch him. 


“Another good thing about growing up in the country,” 
Cole said, “is knowing where all the make-out spots are. 
There’s one just up ahead. Hang on, I’m taking a few 
minutes break here. Just a few, mind you, but I need it as 
much as you do.” Mason held on as Cole swerved off the 
road onto a dirt lane that led into the trees. As they drove 
through what appeared to be an impenetrable mass of 
bushes, he saw a clearing ahead. There was actually a 
circular path where tracks were evident. There was nothing 
much out here, but it was pretty. There were flowers in the 
middle of the area and it was quiet. Cole stopped the car at 


the end of the circle, facing back out, but hidden from the 
road. He turned off the car, unbuckled his belt, and reached 
for Mason. 


Mason shuddered as he thrust his face into Cole’s neck 
and held on tight. “I thought he was going to kill you.” 


“I know the feeling,” Cole muttered back. He drew back 
and took Mason’s mouth in a fierce kiss of passion and 
gratitude. Mason met it with one of equal passion and 
relief. They were both safe, but it could have ended so 
differently. Who knew the man had a gun in his pocket? 


Mason met Cole’s tongue as it entered his mouth, sliding 
his along Cole’s, tangling with it, pushing it back out and 
meeting it to tease between their mouths and then follow it 
into Cole’s mouth. Their breathing became labored and the 
kiss continued, almost frenzied. Mason knew Cole was 
needed at the office, but he hated to let go. He gripped the 
back of Cole’s neck with one hand and ran the other over 
Cole’s head, loving the feel of the soft hair, loving 
everything about this man. 


Finally, Mason reluctantly pulled away. “You need to go. I 
know you do. Let’s finish this tonight. We have a date. I’m 
going to cook for you. After we get done at the hospital, will 
you run me to the grocery, let me shop? I’ll be quick, I 
promise. Then you can drop me at the house and go back to 
work. When you come home tonight, I’ll have a surprise 
supper waiting for you.” 


“You don’t have to do that,” Cole started, but Mason 
covered his lips with his fingers, then rubbed them back 
and forth. 


“I know that, but I want to. Cooking is the way I express 
myself, and I’ve got a lot to say to you. Just call to let me 
know when you'll be home, okay?” Mason thought he 
sounded like a good little wife. He didn’t care, though. He 
liked the feeling of taking care of his man. 


“Will do. Let’s go. God, I want this day to be over. I want 
to be home with you and my dog in my calm house.” 


Just as he said that, the radio spit static and then Frank’s 
voice came on to say, “We’ve got a domestic disturbance at 
806 Park Street. Any patrols in the area?” 


Cole sighed and settled back in his seat. Mason paid no 
attention to the words that went back and forth beside him 
as he made up a menu in his mind. He was going to 
impress his lover tonight. Maybe convince Cole to keep him 
around. Like forever. 


Chapter Thirteen 


Mason seriously thought he might lose his mind as he sat 
in the waiting room to hear about Donnell. The man who’d 
taken a bullet to save him from getting shot was still in 
surgery. It had been hours and Mason sat as the deputies 
went in and out from time to time. 


Ace sat, curled up on the floor in a corner. He’d moved 
from the chairs earlier and seemed to be happier all tied up 
in a knot by himself. Introspection was a bummer, Mason 
figured, when what you saw wasn’t pleasant. Ace Hawkins 
was scared to death of losing his brother and it had made 
him even more human and likable than ever. Mason had 
tried to talk to him, reassure him, but Ace could only nod 
and wipe the occasional tear. Words were beyond him. 


Mason understood. All he had to do was think about 
where he would be if Ronnie had gotten off that shot he’d 
aimed at Cole. He’d probably be in a contest with Ace for 
best representation of a pretzel right about now. 


Earlier, he’d tried to go in to see Judieanne, but she was 
speaking to a counselor the hospital provided for violent- 
trauma patients. Mason was about to go back when he 
looked over at a noise and his whole world lit up. Cole was 
standing in the doorway of the waiting room. It was all 
Mason could do not to run into Cole’s arms. He caught the 
haunted look in Cole’s eyes before he pulled a magic act 
and smiled, “Have you heard anything yet? Ace,” Cole said, 
walking over to the man and reaching down a hand for him 
to take. “Come here and talk to me. Get up, man. Come on, 
don’t give up on Donnell. He’s a tough guy, he’ll make it. 


You don’t want to face him and tell him you didn’t believe 
in him, do you?” 

It worked. Ace glanced up at the hand, took it, stood, and 
muttered, “No sir. I surely don’t. Why are you being so 
good to me?” 


Cole teased Ace a little, saying, “You said it yourself. I 
spend a lot of time patting people on the back and asking 
how their day is going. You’re part of my county, Ace. The 
fact that we haven’t gotten along in the past is pretty much 
over, I think. I appreciate you helping us out today and I 
think it will go in your favor when we decide what we’re 
going to do with you. Relax now, sit down here with us and 
we'll wait together. Would you like something to drink? I 
can get you a soft drink or coffee if you’d like,” Cole said, 
and Mason didn’t miss the wonder on Ace’s face at the 
thought of Sheriff Winters waiting on him. 


“Uh, no sir. I couldn’t drink nothin’. Why’s it takin’ so 
long? Do you think they’re havin’ trouble puttin’ him back 
together? What if he lost too much blood? There was so 
much of it.” Ace abruptly sat, putting his face in his hands 
and moaning low. 


Mason moved over to sit beside Ace on one side and Cole 
sat on the other. Their arms met over Ace’s back and Ace 
got double compassion. Mason could feel him shaking and 
had an idea. He glanced over at Cole and said, “I’ll be right 
back.” Cole nodded and bent to say something quietly to 
Ace. 


Mason went to the cafeteria and asked the lady behind 
the counter if she could fix him a cup of chicken broth and 
a mug of hot chocolate. Despite the warm weather, Ace 
needed heat and comfort food. The broth would be easy to 
get down and once he’d drunk that, the chocolate would 
keep him going. He asked for two more mugs of chocolate 
and took them all back to the waiting room. 


When Cole smelled the hot chocolate, his eyes widened 
and he smiled, reaching out a hand. 


“Damn, you have the best ideas. This is perfect.” Cole 
took his mug of chocolate and sipped, sighing. 


Mason handed the mug of broth to Ace and told him to 
sip it slowly. Ace reached for it without question. 


“You need to keep your strength up. I know that sounds 
like a cliché, but it’s true. You’re going to be sitting by his 
bed, pacing the floor, worrying and so on. You need to be 
strong for him. It wouldn’t do for him to find you doing a 
face plant on the floor because you were so weak. Finish 
that and then you can have the good stuff.” Mason sat 
beside him and took up his own mug. 


“I don’t get why they were going to kill you. You saw 
them kill someone or the one they killed saw them kill 
someone else?” Ace asked, and Mason thought it was no 
wonder he was confused. 


“Yes, to all of that. Robin McClure saw them kill someone. 
I think he was going to tell me about it and maybe he’d 
even made the connection to all the others. We were 
talking and he saw them coming. I didn’t realize what was 
happening, so when he told me he’d tell me later, I went on. 
Then I heard a commotion, went back, and saw them kill 
him. I yelled, they left, I ran to help him, they came back, 
Saw me see them, so I ran. I don’t know how they managed 
to follow me here. Don’t think I don’t feel bad about 
bringing them here to Deerville. Look at all the people who 
got hurt because they chased me all the way here.” Mason 
knew as soon as he said it that Cole would jump to his 
defense, but surprisingly, it was Ace who spoke up first. 

“You can’t blame yourself. They were just bad people. If 
they hadn’t come here and been caught, they’d still be 
killin’ people in Chicago without anybody knowin’ who was 


doin’ all of it.” Cole and Mason shared a look at Ace’s 
words of wisdom. 


“T thought you would’ve been angry with me because 
Donnell got shot because of me. He jumped right in front of 
that bullet that Ronnie was sending my way.” Mason spoke 
the words that had been banging around his head the 
whole time he’d been in this room with Ace, waiting to hear 
about his brother’s condition. 


Cole did speak up this time, saying, “You are not 
responsible for the actions of others, Mason. Donnell did 
what he thought was right and in so doing, he saved your 
life. He’s proud of that, don’t take that away from him. 
Frankly, I think he took what happened to Judieanne a lot 
harder than we thought, huh, Ace?” 


“Yes sir. It really weighed on him a lot. Me too, but he 
was really freaked by it. He couldn’t sleep at all and he 
cried a lot, which made me feel like more of an asshole, 
‘cause you know it wasn’t him that mouthed off to them 
about her. It was me. He ought to hate me.” Ace set the 
empty broth cup down and reached for the hot chocolate. 
Mason noticed his hand shaking as he brought it to his lips. 
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Cole noticed a nurse hesitating in the doorway and 
motioned her in. She said, “I’ve just come to tell you that 
the surgery is going well, but is taking longer than 
expected. Dr. Creason thinks it will be another hour or so. 
If there’s something you want to do until then, go ahead. 
We’ll take good care of him.” 


Cole thanked her and made a decision. “Come on, let’s go 
check on Judieanne,” he said, standing and stretching his 
arms for the ceiling as if every bone in his body ached. He 
saw Mason watching him and hoped that look meant he 
might get a massage later tonight. 


Ace said, “Oh no. I couldn’t. You all go on. I’ll stay right 
here, I promise.” 


“Ace, I’m not worried about you running away. We need to 
get out of here for a few minutes. We’ll be back in plenty of 
time and she deserves to know what happened this 
morning. Did you get to see her yet, Mason?” he asked, 
looking at Mason and reaching down to take Ace’s arm to 
pull him up, not taking no for an answer. 


“No, there was a counselor with her. I thought I’d wait 
until you got here.” 


“She won’t want to see me. I don’t want to upset her,” 
Ace said, trying to pull away from Cole’s tight clasp. 


“Aren’t you the one who said you all wanted to talk to 
her? Why not now? It’s a good time. Come on.” Cole just 
started walking. They set their dirty mugs on the table in 
the corner on the way out and Cole was glad to see that 
Ace was following, though reluctantly. 


Cole figured he knew the reason for Ace’s reticence right 
now. Ace had probably planned to see her when she was 
looking a little better. He wasn’t ready to talk to her with 
the evidence of his actions clear on her face and body. Too 
bad. Now was the time as far as Cole was concerned. 
Besides, he knew Judieanne pretty well. 


When they got to her room, he saw that Marshall was 
sitting by the bed and had her hand in his. Way to go, 
Marshall! 

The big deputy got up as Cole came in, followed by Ace 
and then Mason. 

“Sheriff,” he said, peering at the others with a question in 
his eyes. 

“Marshall, how’s our girl today? Never mind, I’ll ask her. 
Hey, pretty thing. Look at those eyes now. The swelling has 
really gone down a lot and you’re going to be gorgeous 


again soon.” Cole went to the head of her bed to put a soft 
kiss on her forehead. 


Judieanne reached up to cup his cheek and then slapped 
it lightly, saying, “You’re an idiot and blind as well. I look 
like death on a cracker and I know it. But thanks. Mason, 
I’m glad you didn’t get shot this morning. Oh, you too, 
Cole.” She switched her gaze from Mason back to Cole, 
teasing him. Then she looked at Ace, who had yet to meet 
her gaze. 


“Ace, I’m sorry about Donnell. Have you heard anything 
about him yet? Are they finished with the surgery? I hope 
he’s going to be okay. That was brave of him. He didn’t 
have to do that. We’re all grateful to the two of you for 
helping out there this morning.” 


Ace just stood there, stunned. He tried to open his mouth 
and say something, but he looked like a fish. Mouth open, 
then closed, then open and still nothing came out. Clearly 
those were not the words he’d expected from her. 


Cole saw a huge shudder go through Ace’s body and he 
lost it. Right there in the room with them all watching. The 
fear and panic about Donnell, the shame and regret for 
what he’d caused her, and the wonder at her kindness were 
too much and he covered his face with his hands and cried. 
He backed up a couple of steps to lean back on the wall and 
shook and cried without any embarrassment at breaking 
down in front of them. This was not the Ace Hawkins of a 
week ago. 


From the bed, Judieanne said, “Cole?” Now she sounded 
sorry for her part in Ace’s misery. He looked at Mason, who 
went to her and whispered a few words in her ear and she 
nodded and was quiet for a few minutes, gazing at all of 
them. 


Cole grabbed some tissues from the table by her bed and 
took them to Ace. Ace took them and mopped up, now 


looking around the room. He put his head down and leaned 
on the wall, taking deep sighing breaths. 


Cole spoke up, smiling at Judieanne. “We’re at sort of an 
impasse here. Ace and Donnell are under the impression 
that they’re going to jail. And I admit, I let them think it. 
They deserved to squirm. In truth, we don’t have a lot to 
charge them with. Making rude comments about you and 
saying they thought you ought to be taught a lesson. Then 
trading that lesson for a favor to those men, that being 
bringing Mason to them. You follow?” he asked, glancing at 
Judieanne and seeing Ace stand up, though still staying 
over by the wall. 


“Yeah, okay? I got beat up, Cole, they didn’t suck my 
brain out,” Judieanne said, prodding him for more. 


“Aren’t you getting back to your feisty self? Well, they 
didn’t tell the men they wanted you beaten or hurt, even. 
They admit to thinking you might get scared, maybe 
pushed around a little, basically, taught a lesson. You can’t 
put someone away for a few words in passing. The words 
were mean and hateful and at his own admittance, came 
from an asshole. If you want charges pressed against the 
two of them, Ill see about finding something to stick them 
with,” Cole promised. 


“But? I hear a but in there, Cole. Tell me what you’re 
thinking.” Judieanne could be a demanding woman, even 
from the hospital bed. 


“Given that they were both willing to put their lives in 
danger by participating in the sting this morning, and that 
Donnell was gravely injured trying to save Mason’s life, I’m 
thinking leniency might be in order.” Cole watched Ace 
suck in a deep breath, his head still down. 

“You mean I don’t have to press charges?” At Cole’s nod, 
she continued, “Good. I didn’t want to. Ace and Donnell 
didn’t touch me and I can’t see them going to jail just 


because they said some rude things. Id like to think that 
stuff is over with, though.” 


Surprising them all, Ace streaked from the wall to the 
bed, dropping to his knees by her side, and putting his 
head on the bed by her hand. He was having a hard time 
looking at her, but finally raised his head. 


“Miss Judieanne, I’ll never be able to tell you how sorry 
we are for our part in you being hurt. You’re too good to 
think of lettin’ us off. We don’t deserve it. Me and Donnell 
both think we need to do somethin’ to make amends. We 
thought we were goin’ to prison for what we caused.” He 
stared up at Cole now and said, “I’m serious, Cole. You 
need to come up with somethin’ we can do to make up for 
what happened to her.” 


Judieanne looked at Cole with wonder as the formerly 
rude abrasive redneck knelt by her bed and asked for 
punishment for his wrongdoing. Cole was almost as 
stunned as she. 


After a few moments of thought, he came up witha 
suggestion. 


“Community service.” 


Judieanne nodded, Mason chuckled at the brilliance of 
the plan, and Marshall even cracked a smile over there. 


“Anything you say. What do you want me to do? l'll work 
for Miss Judieanne in the diner, sweeping, cleaning, doing 
dishes if she wants, or I’ll work for you all, Sheriff. I need to 
take care of Donnell, though, please.” 


Before Cole could answer, Judieanne said, “Get up, Ace. 
You’re turning my world upside down. The idea of big 
badass Ace Hawkins on his knees to me is enough to make 
me think the earth has tilted off its axis and we’re about to 
spin out into space. The world as I know it has gone crazy.” 
She pushed on his arm, showing she wasn’t scared of him, 
and he smiled as he got up. 


Gazing down at her, he said, softly, “Miss Judieanne?” 


“Yes, Ace. I forgive you. You seem to be a different man.” 
She looked up at him very seriously, and added, “The only 
thing I ask is that you don’t go back to the way you were 
before and we'll forget it. Oh, and thank you for calling for 
help when you all found me in that ditch. You might have 
saved my life then, you know. Who knows how long I could 
have lain out there like that?” 


“I think we can wait until Donnell is better and then we’ll 
work out some form of community service for you all. 
Maybe we'll have you working at all the community events, 
doing whatever is needed, from setting up, to taking down, 
to clean up. You may find yourself in the dunking booth at 
the county fair, serving food at the VFW fish fry, or heaven 
forbid, helping little old ladies across the street.” Cole 
made another dig at the things that Ace had said about 
him. 

“T’d do it. All of it, and I’d be nice while I was doing it, 
too. Miss Judieanne is right. I’m a changed man. To be 
perfectly honest, I changed standin’ in that ditch lookin’ 
down at what had happened because I was pissed at you 
for calling me down for bein’ the biggest asshole in town, 
and you were right. I swear to you, that man is gone. And 
you all know, Donnell was never like me, anyway.” Ace 
looked down at Judieanne and added, “He’ll want to 
apologize to you too. He’s been right sick about what 
happened. He took it hard. We’re goin’ to freak this town 
out of its mind by how nice and well, totally different we 
are from now on. You got my word on it.” 


Judieanne put her hand out and after a moment’s 
hesitation Ace took it and gently shook it. As he turned 
from the bed, Cole saw him wipe a tear from the corner of 
his eye. What do you know, wonders really would never 
cease. 


“Marshall, is this all okay with you?” Cole thought to ask. 
He figured Marshall had a vested interest in making sure 
that Judieanne was happy. 


Marshall took a moment to glance over at Ace, who 
surprisingly met his gaze without flinching, and finally said, 
“Yes. If it’s okay with Judieanne and she can forgive him 
after what happened to her, I can do no less. It’s not my 
place to say different. They went a long way toward making 
amends this morning by helping us catch those men. I think 
Donnell getting so badly hurt has caused them both enough 
pain. Let’s call it done, except for the community service. 
Maybe make him go on some of our calls with us and let 
him see what we do, how people count on us for so many 
different things, might help their outlook too.” 


Cole said, “Good idea. Let him help on some of the 
wrecks and hang back on some of the crap calls we get. 
Give him an idea of how bad some people have it. We’ll 
work on it and refine it down while Donnell recuperates. 
Now I think it’s time we went back down to see if he’s 
come out of surgery yet.” 


Cole and Mason kissed Judieanne’s forehead as they left, 
as did Marshall. Ace touched her hand and smiled shyly 
and Cole shook his head. Who was this man? 


After about half an hour in the waiting room they got 
word that Donnell was out of surgery and would make a full 
recovery. Ace seemed to have used up all his tears and 
emotion and took the information calmly, simply saying that 
he’d take care of his brother. He turned from Dr. Creason 
to Cole and Mason to say, “You sure I’m free to go? You 
know I’m going to be hauntin’ these halls ‘til Donnell is 
better enough to go home. As soon as he’s able to take care 
of himself you let me know what you want me to do. I mean 
it, Cole, and I know once Donnell is able again he’ll want to 
help...uh, help out in the community too. I think it'll make 
him happy. That’s gonna be one of the best things about all 


this, ya know? Donnell will get to be the good guy he’s 
always wanted to be, but his asshole brother led him down 
the wrong way. You call me when you want something, you 
hear?” Ace said, his voice earnest. 


Cole said, “Don’t worry about it, Ace. I’ll see to making 
sure that the town knows that you all helped us catch those 
men and that you’re, while not shiny-clean heroes, at least 
not to be hassled about any of this. I’ll be in touch all along. 
Pll want to check on Donnell’s progress. I’m glad he’s 
going to be okay, Ace.” Cole patted Ace on the back. 


“Me too.” Mason spoke up from beside Cole. “Tell Donnell 
Pll be in to thank him for what he did this morning. I know 
I probably wouldn’t even be here if he hadn’t got between 
Ronnie and me. I’m hoping to work at Judieanne’s diner 
soon. When he’s able, bring him in and dinner’s on me. I 
can’t think of anything else to do for him. He’s given me 
such a huge gift. Time.” Unspoken, but clear to Cole from 
Mason’s quick glance, were the words, “Time with Cole.” 


When they left, Cole wouldn’t have been surprised to find 
that it was dark. He had no idea what time it was. He just 
knew he was exhausted and still wanting to quake inside 
when he thought of Ronnie taking a bead on Mason and 
then dropping dead when his own bullet found its mark. He 
glanced over at Mason, wishing they could just go home 
and lie down in a cool room and hold each other. 

“Hey, Sheriff.” He heard a familiar voice and looked over 
to find Angus Reeder coming toward them. Day ain’t over 
yet, he thought. 

“Mr. Reeder,” Cole acknowledged. “Is Karen okay?” What 
was bringing the man back to the hospital at this hour? 

“She’s fine as frog’s hair, man. I told her I’d come by after 
lunch and sit with her a spell.” Reeder scratched his near- 
white beard as he spoke. 


“How’s everything else out there? Kids still okay? Dodge 
still going for Father of the Year?” Cole asked, wondering if 
Dodge really had changed for the better. It seemed to be a 
week for extreme character transformations. 


“You know, he is. I used to think he was so useless if he 
had a third hand he’d need another pocket to put it in. He’s 
doin’ a right smart better now, though. He can’t seem to 
get enough of them little ones now. Seems like he’s always 
got one on his hip or climbing all over him. They’ve got a 
new play toy and he’s found out what it’s like to be loved by 
his children. He’s eatin’ it up. It’s a fine thing to see.” 
Angus shook his head, a smile on his face. 


“That’s good news. I’m glad. One less thing to worry 
about,” Cole remarked. 


“T heard you had some excitement this morning. 
Everybody’s okay, I hope? Leastways, the ones that’re 
important. Hear there’s some really bad characters headed 
back where they came from. You keep up the good work, 
Sheriff. Things should calm down now.” Mr. Reeder patted 
him on the shoulder and went on in to visit with his 
daughter. 
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At about that same time, at the hospital, there was a man 
who was much less calm. Ace sat beside his brother’s bed 
in the Intensive Care Unit. He’d been told that Donnell 
would be all right in time, and he guessed he believed 
them, but Donnell sure looked like what Miss Judieanne 
had called “death on a cracker” right then. The man had 
tubes going in and out of his body and was pale as a ghost. 
Ace could hear beeps and other noises that he didn’t 
understand and, frankly, they scared him. He was holding 
Donnell’s hand. 


Now that was something that was a sure indicator of his 
being a changed man. Who would have thought that Ace 


Hawkins would ever sit quietly, holding hands with his 
brother, while he contemplated his sorry life so far? He 
didn’t have long in here with Donnell and he had something 
to say. Ace hoped that the fact that his knees were 
bouncing and he was shaking didn’t disturb Donnell. 


“Donnell, man, I’m so sorry you got hurt. I know you’d 
never say it, but it’s all my fault. All of this mess is. You’re a 
good man, or you try to be. If you didn’t hang out with me 
all the time, you’d probably be liked by everybody in this 
town. You’re just that kind of guy.” Ace stared at Donnell, 
wishing he would open his eyes. It was hard to believe that 
Donnell would be okay with him looking like he did. 


He went on with his apology, not knowing if it was even 
being heard, but he had to say it all. “You deserve a better 
brother than the one you got saddled with, ya know? You 
don’t even know that I’m a changed man yet, but you’re 
gonna like the man you wake up to, Donnell. I promise you 
that. Miss Judieanne forgave me and, boy, that was a 
surprise. Even Cole and Marshall have been nice and 
forgivin’. But it’s you I owe the biggest apology, ain’t it? 
I’ve drug you down so bad for so long. I’m sayin’ it now. I’m 
sorry, Donnell, and...” Ace paused, not being one 
comfortable with any of this, but especially the next words, 
but he owed Donnell, and his discomfort was little to pay. “I 
love you, Donnell. I know, don’t die from shock, but you’re 
all I got and I couldn’t stand it if you didn’t get better.” Ace 
watched as Donnell’s eyes moved back and forth behind his 
lids. Was he waking up? 


“We’ve got some work to do for the town to make up for 
what we caused, but we’re not goin’ to jail. That’s good 
news, huh? You'll probably enjoy all the community service 
and, well, to tell you the truth, I will too. I’m tired of bein’ 
such a butthead. Maybe you can show me a thing or two 
about bein’ a better person. It’s time you were the Hawkins 
brother that everyone looked to, and for a good reason. I 


like that. You got to wake up and get better, Donnell. I’m 
sorry and I want you to help me do better. Can you do that 
for me?” Ace watched closely for a change in Donnell’s 
face. 


What he got, though, was a squeeze on his hand. He 
almost jumped, but stayed still to see if it happened again. 
Yes, there it was again. He squeezed back and saw just a 
little movement in Donnell’s lips. Was he trying to smile? 


“Hey, little brother. I know you’re in there. Come on back 
now and let me tell you how sorry I am. You won’t even 
recognize me, I’m gonna be so different.” Ace’s heart was 
pounding. He hadn’t realized how much he wanted to see 
Donnell’s eyes. He needed to know his brother was going to 
be okay and that Donnell forgave him for all the misery 
he’d caused. 


“Mmph,” Donnell said, just a sound, but Ace leaned over, 
excited at the small noise. 


“Hey,” he said softly, very softly for Ace Hawkins, “you in 
there, Donnell?” 


“Mmm-hmm. Shh, sorry.” Donnell’s tongue came out and 
he tried to move it over his lips. He managed to mumble, 
“Dry. 5 

Ace didn’t know if he could give Donnell a drink or not, so 
he pushed the button to call the nurse. When she came on 
he told her that Donnell was awake and asked if he could 
have something to drink. She said to wait for the doctor to 
come in and that he was on the floor. 


“Doc’s comin’, Donnell, just a minute. God, you scared 
me. I thought you was gonna die and I didn’t know what to 
do.” Ace ducked his head, because he could feel tears well 
up and didn’t think that was something Donnell needed to 
see. 


Donnell said, “Not all your fault. I been stupid, too. 
Mason okay?” 


“Yeah, you saved that boy’s life, Donnell. I’m proud of 
you. I’m gonna take care of you and when you’re better 
we’re gonna be doing some community service, helping out 
in different places. No jail, Donnell. You were never the one 
who should have gone anyway. It was me. It was always me. 
I’m so sorry.” He couldn’t stop the tear that rolled down his 
cheek. 


Donnell pulled his hand from Ace’s and reached up to 
take the tear on his finger. He gazed at it like it was magic 
water or something. He looked at Ace and said, “I love you, 
too.” 


Ace dropped his head onto the bed by Donnell’s hand and 
felt it in his hair. He didn’t deserve all the forgiveness he’d 
received this day, but he was determined to earn it from 
now on. 


When the doctor came in, Ace was sitting up straight and 
there was a calm, quiet resolve on his face as he listened to 
the doctor talk about Donnell’s recovery. 

2K XK XK O* 


Cole made the grocery the next stop as he’d promised 
Mason. Just as Mason had said he would, he shopped 
quickly for his supper plans. When they got back into the 
car, Mason handed him a sandwich he’d picked up at the 
deli counter. Suddenly Cole realized that he was ravenous. 


“Thanks,” he mumbled around a big bite. He passed the 
huge sandwich back to Mason who took a big bite of his 
own. Cole started the car and they drove to McDonald’s 
and he got them both drinks. He wanted orange juice for 
some reason and drank the whole glass when he got it, 
then drove back around for a bottle of water. Pulling over 
under the shade of a big elm on a side street, they sat and 
finished off the quick lunch. 


“That was good. I didn’t realize how hungry I was. You 
take good care of me. Don’t think I don’t appreciate it, 


Mason,” Cole said, grinning over at Mason who smiled back 
at him, warmth shining in his eyes. 


“I consider it my privilege, Cole. I guess I’m a nurturer by 
nature. I like doing things for you. We’re a couple now. This 
is my part.” Mason couldn’t know how his words made 
Cole’s heart stop and then race to catch up again. 


“I’m taking you home.” He paused and sighed, saying, 
“That sounds good. Home.” 


“Take me home, Cole. I’ll be waiting when you get off 
tonight. First, though, you need to come in for a few 
minutes and relax, get some doggy love, and maybe a kiss 
or seven before going back in. Can you do that? Take a half 
hour? It’s not like you had a lunch hour,” Mason said. 


“I don’t get a lunch hour. Not a regular one, anyway, but I 
can take a half hour if no one calls with an emergency. I’ll 
check in with Frank on the way to make sure things are 
quiet.” 

Cole started the car, calling in to Frank as he did. Finding 
that there was no immediate need of his services, Cole 
decided he deserved a whole hour break. He knew just how 
he wanted to spend it. 


Hearing Festus barking was just what he needed to take 
some of the figurative weight off his shoulders. He noticed 
Mason was hurrying toward the door, looking like he might 
be anxious for the same thing Cole was anticipating. As 
soon as the door closed behind them, Mason was off to the 
kitchen. While Cole picked up a squirming Festus, he could 
hear the refrigerator door slam and Mason was back. 


Without even looking at Cole, Mason gave Festus a 
couple of strokes, then took him from Cole and headed 
back to the kitchen. Cole heard the back door open and 
close and the next thing he knew, Mason was wrapped 
around him like his own personal Snuggie. Cole met and 


matched the strength of the hug, drawing a whimper from 
Mason. 


“Too tight?” Cole managed to ask. 


“Never. Hold me. Don’t let me go.” Now that Cole 
thought about it, Mason had held himself together pretty 
well for someone who’d stared down the business end of a 
pistol, seconds from his own death. Most people would 
have lost it a good while ago. 


“I got you. You okay?” Cole rubbed his hands up and 
down Mason’s back, pressing in, letting him feel it. 


“Mmm-hmm, now. Needed this for a while, though,” 
Mason murmured against Cole’s shoulder. Cole felt him 
turn and nuzzle into the side of his neck. He tilted his head, 
giving Mason more skin. Mason took advantage of it, 
kissing, nibbling, licking along the skin above the collar 
and up to Cole’s ear. Cole shivered and held on. 


“Bed now,” Cole murmured. 


“Can you stay? I’ll be okay, Cole, really. If you have to go 
back...” Mason needed this as much as he did and Cole 
needed it pretty damn bad. 


“T’m taking an hour. I need some downtime with you. 
First, I need the time, but more important, I need it with 
you. They’ll call me if they need me to come in. Enough, 
come on now.” Cole moved Mason back a little, took his 
hand, and drew him to the bedroom, walking through the 
main room that brought him such peace. He decided then 
and there that he was going to take a vacation soon, with 
Mason. They were going to a beach for a week. 

“You just got this look,” Mason said. “Is that what they 
call a shit-eatin’ grin? I’ve heard that term a couple of 
times.” 

“Shut up, you. That was a grin because I just decided I 
was going to take you to the beach for a vacation. Would 


you like that?” Cole asked as they reached the door to the 
bedroom. 


“Oh man, that sounds great. I’m in. Right now, bed.” 


In seconds, Mason had, with fierce determination, 
managed to divest Cole of every stitch of clothing. Cole 
watched, almost in awe, as Mason moved around him, 
untying, unbuckling, dragging down and off, pitching it all 
in the corner. As if coming out of a stupor, Cole got with the 
program and returned the favor and now they stood, naked, 
needy, and ready to reaffirm their joy in being alive and 
together, having come through the fire, so to speak. 


“I don’t know if I want sex as much as I want to inhale 
you, consume you. I want to feel like nothing can come 
between us again. Does that sound freaky?” Mason asked. 


“I know what you’re saying. We could have lost each 
other today, and you’re not the only one who not just wants, 
but needs, to reconnect. That’s what this is about.” Cole 
took the one step necessary to bring the two of them 
together. He absorbed the full-body shudder that went 
through Mason and tightened his arms in an attempt to let 
Mason know he was safe. 


“If you need to...” 

“Can I...?” 

They spoke at the same time, both paused then and 
Mason motioned for Cole to speak first. 

“If you need to cry it out, I won’t think less of you. It was 
a harrowing experience. Whatever you need to...” Cole was 
trying to give Mason an out if he was about to lose it. 

“I don’t need to cry, Cole. That’s not what I was going to 
ask. But you might think I’m just as girly.” 

“Never. Just ask.” Cole prodded. 

“Can we just lie and hold each other. I want to feel you all 
over me, all around me. I just want to hold you. We don’t 


have much time and...” 


“Shh.” Cole put his finger on Mason’s mouth, effectively 
stopping his request so he could grant it. 


Reaching down to pull back the striped cover, Cole 
pushed until Mason was on the bed with room for Cole 
beside him. Since the air conditioner was on, it felt good 
pulling the cover up to their necks. Mason was wrapped up 
completely in his arms then, and they both sighed. 


At last! The curtains were closed, the room dim and 
quiet, and he had Mason in his arms. He leaned away for 
just a moment to set the alarm for forty-five minutes and 
then pulled Mason close again. He reveled in the sensation 
of Mason’s skin from head to toe. Frankly, he’d been glad to 
grant Mason’s request for them to just hold each other. He 
wanted to make love with Mason, but he knew that would 
happen tonight. Right now heaven was the feeling he was 
experiencing, almost spiritual, complete and utter 
perfection. 


Cole could feel Mason’s erection against his hip and knew 
his was drilling against Mason too, but neither felt any 
immediate need to do anything about them. Mason was 
making small movements against him, sliding his leg, 
smoothing his hand down Cole’s back, and rubbing his face 
against Cole’s shoulder. Cole knew what Mason was doing 
and he set about making as much contact with Mason’s 
body as he could. 


That gorgeous hair drew his hand and he thrust his 
fingers through the thick soft strands. The other hand, he 
moved in a slow journey down Mason’s back to cup and 
gently squeeze his behind. He smoothed, patted, and 
rubbed the small perfect round shape that he promised to 
revisit tonight. There was such enjoyment to be gained 
from the gentle exploration they indulged in, taking time to 
press, caress, and worship each other’s bodies. 


“Mmm...” Mason murmured against Cole’s neck and Cole 
mimicked the sound against Mason’s hair. Cole held on to 
Mason and rolled, pulling Mason atop him. Mason slid and 
slithered until their lips were even and then the kissing 
started, slow and easy, gentle and sweet. Again, Cole knew 
that the ravenous kisses and the passionate caresses were 
for later. This was pure joy in being together, being alive. 
He took Mason’s face between his hands and held him still 
while he moved his lips over Mason’s whole face, planting 
kisses and just grazing over the visage he’d come to care so 
deeply about in such a short time. He felt the soft sighing 
of Mason’s breathing as he accepted the caresses, soaking 
them up hungrily. 

As he stilled, Mason did the same, bringing his hands up 
to Cole’s head, and moving his lips over Cole’s face. He 
kissed every part of it, closing Cole’s eyes to kiss the lids, 
touching his tongue tip gently to the outer corner, teasing 
his nose, smoothing his lips over Cole’s brows. He scooted 
a little higher so he could bring Cole’s face to his shoulder 
and hold him, stroking the back of his neck. Cole sighed at 
how wonderful that felt and Mason took that and went with 
it. 

“Turn over,” he whispered to Cole. 

“You don’t have to...” 


“Shh, turn over, big guy. I want to do this. It’s part of 
what I need to do right now. Please,” he finished, as if Cole 
could deny him anything. 


When Cole was on his stomach, his head on his crossed 
arms, Mason lay atop him again and from that position, he 
began a massage that had Cole melting within minutes. His 
hands weren’t hard, but they put enough pressure on 
Cole’s neck and shoulder muscles to ease the tightness he 
hadn’t even realized he’d been holding there. The rest of 
Mason’s body wasn’t still, either, as he moved around, his 


body length used as a huge massage roller. Cole found his 
eyes starting to blink slowly and he really didn’t want to go 
to sleep. 


“Stop. That was wonderful, but I don’t want to sleep.” 
Cole rolled, toppling Mason off him and reaching to pull 
him back again when he’d turned over. Once again, Mason 
was stretched out on top of him and he gave Mason a little 
of the tension-easing treatment. He bet Mason hadn’t 
realized how tight his own muscles were after the morning 
and early afternoon they’d experienced. Soon his hands 
stilled and they were quiet. Mason was using the front of 
Cole’s shoulder for a pillow and Cole was using Mason as a 
blanket. 


The alarm went off. Cole slapped it quiet. They lay there 
still, both feeling revived and relieved and a whole lot 
looser than before. 


“Perfect.” Mason nosed into Cole’s neck. 


“Yes. I’ve got to go in. I’ll check on Donnell and head 
back to the office. I plan on being home by six and I’m 
looking forward to spending time right here later tonight. 
I’ll be in a totally different mood then. I’m going to need 
something else entirely.” 


“I’ve got it covered. I’m on board with your plan and will 
have the stage set, supper ready, and the evening will be 
one to remember. I promise. Oh, can I use your computer to 
tell Jason that everything’s okay?” Mason eased off Cole 
and they both got up. 


“Sure. Good idea,” Cole said as he stood looking at 
Mason. They were both still hard and he had the fleeting 
thought of jerking off together, but he really didn’t want 
that. He wanted to make love to Mason tonight, not have a 
hurried rub-off now. 


“T know. The waiting will make it better,” Mason said, 
reaching out to lightly brush against Cole’s hard cock. 


“You’re a mind reader?” 


“No, we just think alike. We could take care of each other 
now, but it would mean more later. This was something 
totally different. Thanks for understanding what I needed.” 
Mason dressed and watched as Cole pulled out a new 
uniform. Mason loved him in this uniform that means so 
much to Cole. He understood why Cole had worn the 
fatigues this morning, but this was the real Cole as far as 
Mason was concerned. 


“You act like you think I did you a favor. This is just what 
I wanted, Mason, exactly. Nothing more, nothing less. This 
was perfection. Give me a kiss,” Cole suggested as he put 
his gun back on and stood, ready to leave for work. 


Mason lost no time in reaching up and offering his mouth. 
Cole took it, gently at first, then more passionately as he 
pulled Mason to him and nearly lifted him off his feet. 
Mason’s tongue came out to play and Cole accepted it into 
his mouth, sucking on it and teasing it with his, slicking his 
along the bottom of the tender muscle. Mason moved it 
back and forth a couple of times, teasing in his own right. 


“Look at you, getting me all hot and bothered and then 
sending me off to work,” Cole teased. 


“TIl make it up to you tonight. I promise. Go on now, 
make Weston County safe. Then come home to me,” Mason 
finished, winking and turning to go to the kitchen, his 
sweet little butt moving enticingly. 


“You little flirt,” Cole said, laughing. 


“You better believe it,” Mason said, going on. The back 
door was opened and Festus came flying in to jump up. 
Cole caught him and he laughed all the way to the front 
door, trying to avoid that tongue. 


Cole went to work a much more relaxed and happy man. 


Chapter Fourteen 


Four months later... 


Cole met Marshall at the diner for lunch, each of them 
eager to see the one they loved and to enjoy great food. 
Marshall, after Judieanne’s beating, had found the nerve to 
ask her out and she said she would when she felt better. He 
and Sissy spent a lot of time with her as she convalesced 
and Cole still teased him about the first rhubarb pie she’d 
made for him. 


“Reckon she’s got any rhubarb pie today?” Cole said as 
they stepped into the diner. 


“Cole, when are you going to give that up? Don’t you 
embarrass her now, you hear?” Marshall admonished Cole. 


“Never! I was just wondering,” Cole teased. 


“Stop it now,” Marshall said, “or I’ll ask Mason about the 
mark I can see on your neck.” Marshall looked triumphant 
as Cole slapped his hand over the spot on his neck. He 
didn’t have to ask what Marshall was talking about. He 
knew right where it was and he had swatted Mason’s butt 
this morning for putting it too high to cover well. 


The diner was full, but there were two seats that were 
always available at the counter. They didn’t have names on 
them, but they might as well have. Cole and his deputy sat 
down and watched through the window as Judieanne 
turned to say something to Mason, who was at the stove, 
his back to the window. Mason swung around and his face 
lit when he saw Cole at the counter. 


“Aww,” Marshall said, looking back and forth between the 
two men. 

“Now you stop it. I give. I’ll quit the teasing if you will,” 
Cole said, never taking his eyes off Mason who had turned 
back to the stove, but his sweet little butt was moving to 
music from the radio playing in the kitchen. Judieanne 
came through the swinging door and smiled at both men. 


“Hey, there. You all want today’s special? Mason is 
playing again and I have to say, it’s good. There’s meat and 
cheese and pasta and I don’t know what all he put in it, but 
he can’t make it fast enough. That young man is great in 
the kitchen,” she finished. 


Cole kept his mouth shut. He wouldn’t embarrass anyone 
with what he could say about Mason’s acumen in other 
rooms too. He loved that man more than he ever thought 
possible and showed him at every opportunity. Right now, 
he had a surprise in store for Mason that would rock the 
man’s world. He was holding it close to his chest, though. 


“Tl take the special,” Cole said. 


“Me too. What kind of pie you got today? Cole’s looking 
for pie,” Marshall said. 


“What about you, Marsh, you looking for pie too?” 
Judieanne flirted. 


“Yours? Always, no matter what kind it is,” Marshall 
answered, making what Cole could only call goo-goo eyes 
at her. 


“Even rhubarb?” Judieanne asked as she wrote out the 
ticket. She turned and clipped it onto the spindle and spun 
it toward the kitchen. Smiling, she slapped the bell on the 
window to alert Mason to the order. Mason came to get the 
ticket and winked at Cole. Cole winked back, his heart 
speeding a little. 


“Especially rhubarb,” Marshall said firmly. 


After promising to make him a pie like his grandmother’s, 
Judieanne had presented it to Marshall, who had tried as 
hard as he could not to pucker up at the taste, but was 
unable to keep his expression clear. No one had told 
Judieanne that you really had to put extra sugar in the 
filling for that pie because rhubarb was a root that was 
very tart. When she’d seen his face, she’d jerked the pie 
away from him and tasted it herself, her eyes going wide in 
horror. She’d told him she would make him a better one. 
No amount of talk on his part could keep her from trying 
over and over until she had made a delicious pie. 


“Hey, Sheriff Cole, I hear you’re finally taking a vacation. 
It’s the talk of the town. Evidently you haven’t had time off 
in the three years you’ve been sheriff here. I’m going to 
miss my partner in there,” she dropped the bomb into the 
conversation. 


“Partner?” Cole asked, surprised. 


“T didn’t want to say anything until I’d worked it all out 
with Mason. We’re going to expand, adding a section for 
baked goods, that’s my area, and he’ll do the cooking for 
the diner. We even plan to do a little catering here and 
there for events. I think between the two of us, we can 
make enough to make it profitable for both of us. He’s way 
more than a cook, Cole. Mason is very smart, with good 
ideas and plans, and a wonderful way with the customers 
too. It was a good day for me when he showed up.” She 
moved away to answer another customer’s question and 
neither Cole nor Marshall said a word about the fact that 
Mason’s showing up here had brought the men who had 
beaten Judieanne so badly. It was over as far as she was 
concerned and they’d been told to let it go, by the boss lady 
herself. 

While she was talking with the other patron, Mason came 
through the door with two steaming plates that smelled 
heavenly. After placing them on the counter, he grabbed 


silverware for them and got them both tall glasses of sweet 
iced tea. 


“Mmm, this smells great, Mason. What is it?” Cole asked. 


“Today’s special. Doesn’t have a name yet,” Mason 
replied. 

After sampling a few bites, Marshall suggested, “Heaven 
ona plate?” 


All Cole said was, “Mmm.” Then after another bite, he 
said, “If there’s any left...” 


“I know. Ill bring home any leftovers. Or, I’ll just make a 
casserole to take home with me. You want it twice in one 
day?” Mason asked. 


“Oh yeah. I could handle that. What’s this I hear about 
partner?” Cole asked, proud of his man. 


“What do you think? Judieanne and I have been talking 
for a while about doing more with this place and when the 
store next door went out, we decided to offer for it.” Mason 
pointed to the back wall, opposite the kitchen, saying, 
“Since it’s over there, we can knock out that wall, do some 
work, expand the seating in here and add an area for 
bakery items. We’ll take some catering jobs too. We’ve been 
asked and before we just didn’t have the room or the 
manpower. We’d have to hire someone else. Guess who 
we're thinking of asking?” 

Just from the question and the look on Mason’s face, Cole 
knew this was going to be good. 

“Who?” 

“Donnell.” 

Marshall’s head whipped around from where he’d been 
eyeing Judieanne through the window into the kitchen. He 
seldom watched anything else when she was around. Not 
hard to understand, really, as she was as beautiful as ever. 


Her smile lit the room and her face was fresh and lovely, 
eyes dark and shining with life and happiness these days. 


“You’re kidding,” Cole said, for both of them. He knew 
that as part of his community service Donnell had worked 
for them in the diner a few times. Ace had even helped out 
too, stopping by near closing and helping to put chairs up, 
sweep and mop the floors, and take out trash. He never 
balked at any request and seemed happy to be helping out. 
Cole would never get over the change in the man. Donnell, 
he could believe, but Ace was still a marvel to Cole. 


“Nope. He’s been here a lot lately and has even started 
helping out some in the kitchen. He likes it and he’s really 
good. He’s doing mostly small tasks, some cleaning, some 
dishes, but he enjoys it and it helps us out. With some 
teaching, he could take on a bit more and she and I could 
spend time on more exciting things. Maybe we could come 
up with new recipes to try on unsuspecting customers. 
Anyway, Ace is fine with it, even says he’ll help out any way 
he can when he’s not doing other things around town.” 
Mason shook his head, smiling a little, before he added, 
“We told him his community service was over and he didn’t 
have to help out anymore, but he said he would always be 
ready to help Miss Judieanne out and that it made Donnell 
happy to work here. Can you believe it?” 


Cole admitted, “I was just thinking the same thing. 
Donnell doesn’t surprise me as much, but Ace? Never get 
used to the change, man. It’s too weird. So, are you getting 
excited about next week?” Cole was talking about their 
leave date for the vacation he had promised Mason. 


They were going to the beach. Cole had rented a 
bungalow that sat on the beach, was private, and at the end 
of the week they were going to have a guest with them for 
the last three days. He couldn’t wait for Mason’s response 
to that. 


“Yes! As a matter of fact, Donnell is going to come in and 
help Judieanne in my place. Ace will come in to help clean 
up each night, as usual, but Judieanne will be back like she 
was, doing most of the work, but she’ll have some help, so 
it’s all good. I’m ready. I can’t get over how everybody 
knows you’ve never taken a vacation. You must have been a 
workaholic.” 


Cole wanted to grab Mason and lay one on him right 
there, but he settled for saying, “I never had anyone to go 
with me before.” 


He saw Mason’s indrawn breath and knew that Mason 
realized how much this trip meant. Someone called out 
something and Mason went to take care of them and Cole 
and Marshall finished, each having pie. Cole had peach 
cobbler and Marshall had a dark chocolate pie with tall 
meringue on top. As had become their custom at lunch, 
before each took a bite of their own dessert, with their 
clean fork, they took one bite of the other’s so they always 
got to taste each. They did it once, and from then on, it 
became a habit, a very tasty one. 


“Hey, Mason, can you get off for an hour or so and come 
with me to the Bonners’ for a follow up visit?” Cole asked, 
knowing that Mason would like to accompany him and see 
the kids again. 


“TIl ask Judieanne, but she’ll probably be fine with it. The 
biggest crowd is gone and I’ll make it up when I come back 
later. Let me go see,” Mason said, heading back into the 
kitchen. 

Mason was back in less than a minute with a big smile, 
rubbing his hands. He’d taken his apron off and looked 
good enough to Cole to count as another dessert item. 

“She’s fine with it and she’s getting a box ready to send 
out with us, if that’s okay,” Mason said. 


“Sure, that’s a great idea. I’m sure Karen will be thrilled 
and if I know Judieanne, there’ll be something extra for the 
little ones in there. Cookies, I bet,” Cole said, pulling the 
chair beside him out for Mason to sit for a minute. It wasn’t 
long before Judieanne came out of the swinging door with a 
bag that had more than one box in it. 


“Carry this carefully and don’t let anything spill. I don’t 
want those cookies getting wet or broken, you hear?” 


“Yes, ma’am, we’ll be careful.” Cole stood and took the 
bag, giving Judieanne a one-armed hug. 


Seemed like it was a day when Sissy was working, 
because when they got there, they were all gathered 
around her as she read to them from one of her beloved 
books. Angus had let them in and put his finger to his 
mouth, whispering that Karen was napping in her room. 
Cole and Mason stood by the door with Angus and listened 
to the story. As soon as it was over they were bombarded 
with children. Janie and Jennifer went straight for Cole and 
Mason, but James Douglas went right to Dodge and said, 
“Up, Daddy.” 

Cole had to admit his eyes bugged a little when Dodge 
bent to pick up the child and settle him against his chest, 
putting his forehead to the little boy’s. James Douglas 
kissed his dad’s nose and Dodge turned and blew a 
raspberry against the boy’s neck, causing him to go off into 
twisting giggles. Cole couldn’t believe his eyes. He glanced 
over to Mr. Reeder, who had Kelsey and Kaitlin on each 
knee. Angus Reeder looked back at Cole and raised his 
brows, and there was a definite smirk on his face. He was 
enjoying Cole’s surprise at Dodge’s transformation. 


“You’ve got a good-looking bunch of kids here, Dodge,” 
Cole said, as Janie, or maybe Jennifer, climbed up his front 
to rest her head on his shoulder. Her hand came up to put 
her thumb in her mouth. Glancing over, he saw that the 


other one was doing the same to Mason, but she was 
patting his cheek. Mason looked happy with the sweet child 
in his arms. 


“Yes I do. Cole, I owe you an apology. You probably saved 
Karen’s life that night. I was stupid, been stupid for a long 
time. I’m gonna do better. I swear it.” Dodge was actually 
blushing as he skillfully handled a wiggling, happy three- 
year-old boy. 


“Mind telling me what brought on this change?” Cole was 
afraid to believe Dodge had changed that much that 
quickly. Ace, and now Dodge? Would wonders never cease? 


Dodge shrugged and looked at Angus Reeder. It was like 
he was giving Angus permission to voice his thoughts on 
the matter. 


“T think it was Dodge here seeing his children run to 
anyone but him for love and attention. Hearing his son call 
Marshall ‘Daddy’ floored him and he began to pay 
attention, as his household seemed to run with love and 
affection being given freely to everyone but him. He had to 
work at it a little to get them to warm up to him, but he’s 
gettin’ there.” Mr. Reeder looked at Dodge with what 
appeared to be respect, something recent, Cole knew. 


“The girls are a little slower to come to me, but I’m not 
givin’ up ‘til they know who their daddy is. Sissy has been 
good to them and she’s been workin’ to get them to come 
to me and sit with me. Sometimes they let me rock them to 
sleep,” Dodge said, and the softness in his voice and the 
wonder in his eyes were like magic as far as Cole was 
concerned. 


Dodge drew his now-sleepy child onto his shoulder and 
rubbed his back as he added, “I’m going to take care of 
Karen and the kids. I’ve already apologized to Marshall and 
I will do the same to Miss Judieanne. She was good to us 


and I wasn’t good enough to her. Uh, I thanked the other 
ladies too.” 


Angus walked them to the door and stepped outside with 
them. He told them that it seemed like a miracle that his 
baby girl was finally happy and that the kids were going to 
be fine now. 


“Hey, it looks like you’re the miracle worker here,” Cole 
said. “That’s quite a difference in Dodge. I can’t believe it 
was just a short while ago that I couldn’t get him to visit 
Karen or even pick up one of his children.” 


“T think it started with jealousy. He hated seeing his kids 
go to others for comfort with him right there. It gradually 
became evident to him that his own children didn’t care 
anything about him, and he was responsible. It was slow at 
first, but kids are quick to forgive and they just want love. 
He’s learning, changing diapers, and putting them down to 
sleep. It’s been real nice to watch. Frankly, when I got here 
I was ready to kick his ass up ‘tween his shoulders. He’d o’ 
had to take his shirt off to shit.” 


Mason couldn’t quite hide his snort of laughter at that. 
Cole had to grin at the image the old man’s words 
conjured. 


“You’ve been good for all of them, sir. Good to meet you,” 
Cole said, shaking the older man’s hand. Mason did the 
same and they headed for the car. 


“Another one I’ve never heard,” Mason said, snickering. 


“He’s full of them, all right.” Cole laughed as they pulled 
out of the Bonners’ drive, knowing he didn’t have to worry 
about Karen Bonner anymore. He shook his head, still 
amazed at Dodge’s turnaround. 


“You think that was for real? Will he keep on being a good 
dad and good to her? It sure was a big change in a short 
time.” Mason was looking out the car window as they drove 
and he voiced his thoughts. 


“Look how fast Ace turned around. You never know. I 
think old man Reeder had it right, though. It started with 
Dodge being jealous that his kids were going to other 
people. It made him look bad and that stuck in his craw and 
he started looking at himself after that, I guess.” Cole 
glanced over quickly as Mason chuckled. 


“What?” 


“You sound like Mr. Reeder. Stuck in his craw? What the 
hell does that mean? What’s a craw?” Mason asked, 
shaking his head. 


“It means it got his back up—uh, okay, that’s another one. 
It means it ticked him off, made him, in this case, want to 
change. Oh, and a craw is a chicken’s throat and 
sometimes things get stuck in there. It’s irritating, nagging. 
In this instance, it was a good thing for everyone involved.” 


“I’m going to have to learn the language if I’m going to 
stay here,” Mason said, not realizing the importance of his 
words. 


“So, are you, then? Going to stay here, I mean?” Cole 
asked, holding his breath. 


“I hope so. I want to, uh, if that’s what you want, too.” 
Mason was the one holding his breath now. 


“It is so what I want.” Cole said, reaching to touch 
Mason’s leg. Mason grasped Cole’s hand, squeezed it, and 
put it back on the wheel. 


They were passing through town when Mason burst out 
laughing again and Cole glanced over to see what had 
caused it. 


“Now what?” 
“Did you see the sign outside that church? Come on, 


‘Ain’t God Good?’ That’s too country for the country.” 
Mason was still chuckling. 


“We do have a way with words here, don’t we? At least 
the meaning is clear this time,” Cole said, having to 
chuckle a little with Mason at the pastor’s humor. 


Cole dropped Mason off at the diner and as he got back in 
the cruiser, the radio came on and he listened to Frank tell 
about a wreck at the high school. No fatalities, thank 
goodness. Cole told Frank he was on his way. When he 
asked about injuries, he was told an ambulance was en 
route. 


Cole hated all accident scenes, but the ones with young 
kids were the worst. He pulled up near the exit to the high 
school and immediately saw that Marshall had already 
arrived and started crowd-and traffic-control. Cole noticed 
that the wreck had involved a shiny new Corvette and an 
older Ford Taurus. There were three girls in the Taurus, all 
crying. He could see cuts and scrapes, but everyone was 
conscious. He walked on toward the Corvette and saw the 
same was not the case there. Cole recognized Danny 
Burch, senior quarterback, as soon as he saw the young 
man lying on the pavement. Evidently he’d not been 
wearing a seatbelt and from the skid marks on the highway, 
had been going quite fast. 


That was part of what made Cole’s job what it was. He 
knew all these people and cared for them. He hated what 
he knew this was going to do to Danny’s future. This 
accident was going to impact several lives. This was Cole’s 
world. He was an integral part of this community and he 
spent time with each of them to make sure they were being 
taken care of and had what they needed to get through this 
situation. 


According to the witnesses, Danny had failed to slow 
down or even look when he came flying out of the drive to 
the school, thus getting broadsided by the three girls in the 
car. The girls, all recent graduates, were headed into the 
school to work with a program on academic achievement. 


The rest of the afternoon was taken up dealing with the 
accident and following up at the hospital, talking with the 
parents of all the ones involved and writing many reports. 
Marshall was a big help and thankfully nothing else 
happened that drew them away from the situation at hand. 


By the time Cole made it home, after seven that night, he 
was dragging. The report on Danny wasn’t good. The young 
man, a promising player, was sidelined and would need 
some anger management. Cole intended to see that the 
program was provided for him as part of his deal. 


Mason met him at the door, Festus in his arms, and 
evidently could tell from his face that it had been a hard 
afternoon. Turning Festus to the side, he reached up to 
plant a soft kiss on Cole’s lips. 


“Hi, honey, you’re home,” he whispered. Cole smiled 
against Mason’s mouth at the switch. Mason put Festus in 
his arms for a quick snuggle and rub, then turned and 
walked with him to the kitchen. Cole heard the back door 
close and sniffed appreciatively. He could smell supper and 
it was, indeed, what they’d had for lunch. 


“Supper is reheating and will be ready in about fifteen 
minutes, long enough for you to grab a shower. I have a 
surprise for you after supper. I hope you like it. Now, go. 
Hot water and turn the nozzle to pulsate and get some of 
those knots out until I can get to you later. Welcome home, 
Sheriff.” Mason reached up to kiss his cheek and pushed 
him toward the bedroom. 

“Thanks, Chef.” Cole was thankful beyond words for the 
man who had come into his life and made it so much better. 
He headed for the shower to follow orders. 
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During supper Cole told Mason about the accident and 
Mason listened closely, giving Cole his undivided attention, 


putting his hand over Cole’s when he finished the tale. In 
an attempt to cheer him up, he told one of his own. 


“You'll never guess who came in the diner this afternoon 
about three-thirty.” Mason didn’t give Cole time to guess. 
He told him, saying, “Dodge, Ace, Angus, and all the kids.” 


“You’re kidding. Where was Karen?” Cole asked, as 
Mason had clearly known he would. 


“Getting her hair done over at Thelma Cuts Loose.” 


Cole must have looked suitably impressed at that. He 
thought for a second, then asked, “Ace?” 


“Yeah, he and Dodge are buddies and he got roped into 
helping with the outing for the children. I wish you could 
have seen them. There weren’t any other customers in 
there so we all pitched in and fixed treats for the little ones. 
Donnell had a ball with the four-year-old twins. They 
climbed him like a tree and he laughed long and hard. He 
loved it, Cole. Ace was nice and helped some too, but 
mostly he sat back and watched with this little grin on his 
face. I think he actually enjoyed it. Next thing you know, 
he’ll be married with babies.” Mason teased. 


“Perish the thought,” Cole replied. 


“You should have heard the argument about whether 
frogs had hair or not,” Mason laughed, remembering. 


“Angus talking again, I take it, about being fine as frog’s 
hair?” 

“Yep, and that started it. James Douglas swore frogs 
didn’t have no hair. Even Judieanne got a laugh out of the 
heated argument. You said it before, wonders never cease,” 
Mason said, leaning back, finished with his tale and his 
meal. 

“That was great,” Cole said, getting up from the table. 
He’d forgotten about his surprise until they finished 
clearing the table and Mason stood, beaming, with his hand 


out. Cole took it and followed Mason to the back door, now 
curious. 


When they got out the door, Cole saw a new huge swing 
to the left of the patio. It had a cushion along the seat with 
big pillows at both ends. 


“Oh wow, Mason. What a great idea. Come on, let’s try it 
out.” Cole pulled Mason over to the swing and sat, tugging 
him down. He found it wasn’t a swinging swing, but what 
was Called a glider. When he moved his feet the seat moved 
back and forth smoothly. “Oh nice. This is wonderful. Grab 
that pillow down there,” he said, and when Mason handed 
it to him, he added it to the other and then turned, resting 
back on them. 


Cole put one leg up along the back of the seat, pulling 
Mason into the V of his legs. With his other leg he moved 
the glider back and forth just enough to set it in motion. He 
wrapped his arms around Mason and felt total peace wash 
over him. Festus was in the yard with them, but not 
demanding attention. He could hear birds in the woods, 
and crickets in the yard, evening song. 


“I did good?” Mason asked quietly. 


“You did better than that. This is wonderful. I feel so 
good, right here, right now. You take such good care of 
me.” Cole knew he’d said it before, but Mason did go out of 
his way for him. 


“Well, you take care of me too. You do things for me all 
the time. I’ve enjoyed going back to see the eaglets 
growing up. You taught me the joys of fishing, whether we 
catch anything or not. You bring me cool things like bird 
feathers and pretty rocks. I’m getting quite a collection and 
I love them all. You listen to my ideas and dreams. Oh, and 
I love the way you like holding my hand. I think that is 
something that is underrated in today’s society. I know it 
will sound hokey, but it brings me a comfort like nothing 


else, a connection.” Mason would probably have gone on 
with his list, but Cole interrupted with his own. 


“Your dreams are important, and I love holding your 
hand. You’re right, it’s good feeling your skin on mine in 
such a simple but somehow profound way. You are always 
there for me when a day has taken a toll on me.” Cole 
tightened his arms around Mason and continued, “You feed 
me like a king and your hands work wonders on my aches 
and help relieve my stress. I’m seeing my world in a new 
light as you are seeing it, enjoying things more as I see 
your wonder in them. I enjoy coming up with new 
adventures for us to share. We’re good together.” 


“We are, aren’t we?” Mason sighed, reaching for Cole’s 
hand. 
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It would be sunset soon. Cole and Mason were sitting 
together on a lounger waiting for it, replete from supper 
and relaxed after a day on the beach and in the water. 


“Who knew you were such a little seal?” Cole teased, 
moving his hand up and down Mason’s arm. Mason was 
lying in his arms, his head settled under Cole’s chin. Their 
vacation, to date, had been splendid. They’d done 
absolutely nothing except eat, sleep, swim, walk the beach, 
and make love. The small, out-of-the-way site was perfect 
for them. Neither wanted to sightsee, shop, or dine out. 
Maybe another time. 


“I love the ocean. I can see why you like it. How did you 
come to love it so much?” Mason asked, his own hand 
smoothing over Cole’s chest and up to his shoulder. 


“I was stationed at Fort Benning. In the little free time I 
had, I chose to make my way up and down the coast. I 
found that it was not only beautiful, but restful to my mind, 
I guess. Watching the waves come in and out, hearing the 
power of it, seeing the sunsets; it all just made me feel 


good at a time when I was not the happiest. I’m glad you 
like it too. We’ll have to come back some time and explore 
more of the area.” 


“That sounds good, but right now, I’m happy doing just 
what we are, being together. Hey?” Mason said, sounding 
hesitant. 


“Yeah?” Cole asked. 


“T know I’ve shown you and I feel like you’ve shown me 
the same, but we’ve never said it, and I can’t believe that.” 
Mason raised his head to gaze at Cole. “I love you, Cole, 
more than I ever thought I could love someone. Now I 
understand the songs and the poems, the movies, and the 
whole nine yards. I love you and I want to stay with you 
forever, if you'll have me.” 


Cole pulled Mason up a little in his arms so he could look 
right at him when he said, “Mason Davenport, I have loved 
you since I met you. It started small and grew daily until it 
consumes my life.” His voice took on a huskiness as he 
continued. “I enjoy my job and my friends and I love my 
dog, but nothing in my life has ever been as important as 
the way I feel about you. You are my life now. I want you to 
stay with me forever. If I could marry you, I would. Hey, I 
will get you a ring. Would you wear it?” Cole watched 
Mason to get his reaction to the idea. 


“Hell yes. Would you wear one? They don’t have to be the 
same, so people don’t bug you about it, but we could find 
something while we’re here and it would just be, to 
everybody else, a souvenir of our trip. To us, they would be 
pledges of our love. That sounded corny, huh?” Mason 
asked. 


“Not at all. We’ll go in the morning and find something 
we both like. I’ll take you out to lunch. We only have three 
days left. We’ll shop for enough groceries to get us through 
so we don’t have to leave again. How’s that?” 


Mason didn’t answer with words. His mouth covered 
Cole’s and his tongue plunged inside. Cole met it and they 
found further conversation unnecessary. Mason reached 
under the cushion of the wide, solid wood lounger and 
pulled out lube and a condom. Cole’s eyes lit up and he 
rewarded Mason with a deeper, more passionate kiss. 
Mindful of the company only he knew they were going to 
have, he refrained from marking Mason’s skin, moving his 
lips and tongue over Mason’s face, neck, and shoulders. 
They’d showered before supper so the strong sun block 
Mason had to wear was gone and he tasted as good as ever 
to Cole. 


After several minutes of kissing and caressing, Cole did 
say, “I can’t believe we waited this long to tell each other 
how we felt. Were you bothered by not hearing it?” 


“Hmm-mm. I knew. How could I not know with the way 
you treat me, take care of me, show me? Every day you let 
me know, so the words just became unnecessary until now. 
I felt like the time and the setting were perfect for a 
declaration.” Mason went back to kissing Cole’s chest after 
his answer. 


“Perfect for something else too,” Cole murmured. He 
reached over to ease the shorts down Mason’s legs. Both 
had been going commando while on vacation and the easy 
access had proven it to be a good idea. Mason moved 
around to make it easier for Cole and then he slid over so 
Cole could take off his own. Cole drew Mason back to him 
with his hand on the back of Mason’s neck. His fingers 
pushed up through that long glorious hair that was just 
now drying from the shower earlier. Mason had trimmed it 
once but hadn’t cut it and Cole took such pleasure in the 
long dark red locks. 


“I love you, love you, love you,” Cole said. 


“Yes,” Mason said, his lips against Cole’s right nipple. 
“Yes,” he said, against the left one. “Yes,” he repeated 
against Cole’s lips, his tongue teasing the corners and then 
thrusting inside for another heated exchange. “Make love 
to me,” he whispered against Cole’s lips. 


This time it was Cole who didn’t need words to answer 
the request. Mason drew up so that he was sitting on Cole’s 
lap and together they opened the lube and condom. Mason 
covered Cole’s cock slowly while Cole reached down under 
Mason to spread the lube over his tight hole, pushing his 
slick finger inside to tease. Easing back out and gathering 
more of the slick stuff, Cole went back to slowly add 
another finger, and then curled them to find Mason’s gland. 
He watched Mason’s eyes go wide then half closed as he 
jerked at the sudden sensation. 


“More,” Mason pleaded. 


“Always,” Cole said. When he felt that Mason was ready, 
he put his hands on Mason’s hips and raised him. Mason 
reached down, took hold of Cole and guided him home. 
Mason eased down until the whole of Cole’s cock was 
seated inside him. Both sighed heavily and paused for a 
moment, gazing at each other. A smile of satisfaction and 
sweet emotion covered both faces as Mason began to move. 


Cole helped, keeping his hands on Mason’s hips and 
assisting the rapid up and down movements. Mason leaned 
down to put his face in Cole’s neck. Cole felt tears on his 
skin, but knew they weren’t anything but an intense 
response to the feelings Mason was experiencing. Having 
said the words, even knowing it beforehand, made a 
difference in the actions between them. Cole felt it too, his 
heart thudding hard, his breathing sawing in and out 
brokenly. He felt his orgasm coming and shouted Mason’s 
name. 


Mason drew back, sweet tear tracks on his cheeks, and 
watched Cole climax, then after another couple of frantic 
movements with his hips, Mason joined Cole, muttering his 
name over and over. 


After a long period of quiet, Mason murmured, “What did 
Jason say they used to call you?” 


Cole snorted a laugh and said, “Cold Winters.” 
“They didn’t know you.” 


“Nope. Only you.” Cole eased out of Mason and drew him 
close. Festus, who had been lying on the warm sand at the 
bottom of the steps, climbed up now and settled by the 
lounger. All was right with the world. Cole looked forward 
to tomorrow. They would find rings and Mason would get 
his surprise. 
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The next morning they were out early. After waking to 
make love, have a swim and then breakfast, they left for the 
small town nearby. Small, the town may be, but it catered 
to tourists so it had a fine assortment of shops. They 
strolled along, stopping in a couple before they found what 
they were searching for. Looking over the varied collection 
of rings available, Mason noticed Cole gazing intently ata 
silver one that had waves etched into it. It was not too 
wide, but the wave design was clear and strong. 


“Try it on,” Mason said, pointing to it. Cole smiled and 
nodded to the clerk. It was a perfect fit and Mason said, 
“T’ll take it.” Cole didn’t argue, just smiled. He didn’t 
embarrass Mason by asking if he could afford it, but 
watched as Mason pulled out a credit card and paid for it. 
He knew that Mason was saving his money from the diner. 
He looked around for the perfect ring for Mason. 

They didn’t find it there, but farther down in another 
shop. Mason’s face lit up when he saw an assortment of 
coral rings. There were many colors to choose from in the 


case. The one Cole noticed him eyeing was a band with 
inlaid turquoise, amber, and red coral. The colors of the 
ocean and the sunsets they’d watched together. 


It was just right and the shape would not interfere with 
Mason while cooking. Cole pointed to it and the clerk took 
it out. He asked if it would hold up under lots of wear and 
tear in the kitchen where Mason worked and was assured it 
would, as the stones were all inlaid and protected. It was 
very smooth and the turquoise was a dark green-blue like 
the water. Cole could tell Mason wanted it and he didn’t 
even glance at the price, taking out his own credit card and 
buying it when they found that it was a perfect fit. 


Mason pulled Cole aside and asked quietly, “We wearing 
them now or you want to have a little ceremony by the 
water? Just for us, you know?” Cole adored the blush on 
Mason’s face as he asked. 


“Definitely later. This is a big deal and it’s just for us.” 
Mason nodded at Cole’s words. 


They stopped in a few more shops. Mason commented on 
the amount of food Cole bought at the grocery. 


“You’ve got enough for three or four here. I see lots of 
steak and chicken. We’re grilling out, huh? You inviting the 
neighbors? Do we even have neighbors? I haven’t seen 
anyone else on the beach,” Mason said, as he helped set 
the items from the full basket onto the moving counter as 
they checked out. 


“T’m hungry. If we have any left, we’ll take it home with 
us. Did you get everything you need for cobbler and the 
German Chocolate cake?” Cole asked. 


“Yes, I did. I didn’t know you liked German Chocolate? 
That’s Jason’s favorite. I can’t wait to see him. Last time he 
wrote he said he’d be home next month. He’s going to 
come visit us. That’s okay, isn’t it?” Mason looked up from 
what he was doing to ask. 


“Of course it’s okay. If it wasn’t for Jason I’d never have 
met you. I’d love to see him again. Maybe he'll fall in love 
with Deerville and when he gets out he’ll move there too.” 


Mason laughed and said, “That would be the best thing 
ever. I miss him a lot.” 
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Just before sunset, Cole and Mason had showered, 
finished a salad supper, and gathered the rings and Festus, 
for their best man, and headed to the beach. They were 
wearing clean shorts and both had opted for light-colored 
cotton shirts they’d bought before grocery shopping earlier. 
They stood, facing each other with Festus at their feet, 
quiet for once, looking up at them as if knowing something 
important was going on. 


Cole started, “I love you with all my heart. Be with me, be 
my love, be my life. Always.” He took Mason’s ring out of 
his pocket and in a sweet gesture, kissed it, placed it on 
Mason ’s finger, and then kissed it again. He turned 
Mason’s hand over, kissing the palm. Mason shook with 
emotion. 


“I can’t top that. I love you with all my heart. Be with me, 
be my love, be my life. Always.” He took Cole’s ring from 
his pocket and kissed it, placing it on Cole’s finger, and 
kissed it again. He turned Cole’s hand over, kissing the 
palm. Now Cole was nearly overcome with emotion. 


Stepping closer, Cole took Mason into his arms and 
kissed him, softly at first, in light of the sentiment of the 
moment. Soon, the kiss was filled with passion as their 
bodies meshed and Festus took up barking at them 
excitedly. They pulled away and laughed. 

Noticing something out of the corner of his eye, Cole 
turned Mason so his back was to the bungalow and facing 
the sunset over the ocean. 


“I love you so much, Mason. I have a surprise for you. 
Kiss me quick, then turn around,” Cole said, smiling in 
delight. 


Mason looked momentarily bewildered, but was quick to 
follow the orders. He put his arms up and circled Cole’s 
neck, pulling him down for a kiss that developed into more 
than “quick”. He let go and Cole grasped his shoulders and 
turned him around, his heart hammering as he looked up at 
the man walking toward them. 


Mason turned fully and leaned back into Cole fora 
second when he saw the big man heading for them. Then 
recognition hit him and he screamed, “Jason!” 


Cole let him go and watched as Mason ran toward his 
brother and jumped up into the waiting arms. Mason’s legs 
went around Jason’s waist and he held on tight. Jason’s 
strong arms held him just as securely. There were tears in 
Jason’s eyes as he looked at Cole and nodded slightly. Cole 
gave them a few minutes, walking slowly toward the pair. 


“Hey, monkey,” Jason said, his voice husky. 


“Jason, how did you...where...when did you...how did...” 
Mason stopped and Jason let him slide down to stand on 
the beach, not letting go yet, but letting him turn to face 
Cole. 


“You did this?” Now Mason ran to Cole and Cole caught 
him the same way Jason had. 


“Good thing he’s a little squirt,” Jason said, coming up to 
them. 


“T love you, love you, love you.” Mason kissed all over 
Cole’s face, and then squirmed to get down. He stood, 
sandwiched between the two most important people in his 
world. He looked back and forth between the two of them, 
smiling widely, eyes shining. 

“Hey, Captain. Glad you could make it,” Cole said, 
reaching out to shake Jason’s hand. Jason used it to pull 


him in for a hug. 


“Looks like we’re family now,” he said, patting Cole hard 
on the back. 


“We are! We just, well, sort of got married to each other. 
See our rings?” Mason pulled Cole’s hand out to show both 
his and Cole’s to Jason who looked suitably impressed. 


“I saw. It was nice to be able to be here for the ceremony. 
What’s for supper?” Jason asked. 


Mason turned to Cole and he nodded sagely. “So that’s 
why you bought all that meat! Come on, let’s feed him,” 
Mason said, taking both their hands and pulling them 
toward the bungalow. When they got to the steps, they all 
turned and watched the sun sink behind the ocean, making 
it glow a brilliant red, orange, and yellow. 


“Beautiful,” Jason said reverently, standing still and 
watching. 

Mason, standing between them, with both men’s arms 
around him, agreed. “Perfect.” 
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THE GAY MEN’S DOMESTIC 


VIOLENCE PROJECT 


Founded in 1994, The Gay Men’s Domestic Violence Project 
is a grassroots, non-profit organization founded by a gay 
male survivor of domestic violence and developed through 
the strength, contributions and participation of the 
community. The Gay Men’s Domestic Violence Project 
supports victims and survivors through education, 
advocacy and direct services. Understanding that the 
serious public health issue of domestic violence is not 
gender specific, we serve men in relationships with men, 
regardless of how they identify, and stand ready to assist 
them in navigating through abusive relationships. 


GMDVP Helpline: 800.832.1901 


On the Web: http://gmdvp.org/ 


THE GAY LESBIAN ALLIANCE 
AGAINST DEFAMATION/GLAAD EN 
ESPANOL 


The Gay Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD) is 
dedicated to promoting and ensuring fair, accurate and 
inclusive representation of people and events in the media 
as a means of eliminating homophobia and discrimination 
based on gender identity and sexual orientation. 


On the Web: http://www.glaad.org/ 


GLAAD en espanol: 
http://www.glaad.org/espanol/bienvenido.php 


SERVICEMEMBERS LEGAL DEFENSE 
NETWORK 


Servicemembers Legal Defense Network is a nonpartisan, 
nonprofit, legal services, watchdog and policy organization 
dedicated to ending discrimination against and harassment 
of military personnel affected by "Don't Ask, Don't Tell" 
(DADT).The SLDN provides free, confidential legal services 
to all those impacted by DADT and related discrimination. 
Since 1993, its inhouse legal team has responded to more 
than 9,000 requests for assistance. In Congress, it leads the 
fight to repeal DADT and replace it with a law that ensures 
equal treatment for every servicemember, regardless of 
sexual orientation. In the courts, it works to challenge the 
constitutionality of DADT. 


SLDN Call: (202) 328-3244 
PO Box 65301 or (202) 328-FAIR 
Washington DC 20035-5301 e-mail: sldn@sldn.org 


On the Web: http://sldn.org/ 


THE GLBT NATIONAL HELP CENTER 


The GLBT National Help Center is a nonprofit, tax-exempt 
organization that is dedicated to meeting the needs of the 
gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender community and 
those questioning their sexual orientation and gender 
identity. It is an outgrowth of the Gay Lesbian National 
Hotline, which began in 1996 and now is a primary 
program of The GLBT National Help Center. It offers 
several different programs including two national hotlines 
that help members of the GLBT community talk about the 
important issues that they are facing in their lives. It helps 
end the isolation that many people feel, by providing a safe 
environment on the phone or via the internet to discuss 
issues that people can’t talk about anywhere else. The 
GLBT National Help Center also helps other organizations 
build the infrastructure they need to provide strong 
support to our community at the local level. 


National Hotline: 1-888-THE-GLNH (1-888-843-4564) 
National Youth Talkline1-800-246-PRIDE (1-800-246-7743) 
On the Web: http://www.glnh.org/ 

e-mail: info@glbtnationalhelpcenter.org 


If you’re a GLBT and questioning student heading off to 
university, should know that there are resources on campus 
for you. Here’s just a sample: 


US LOCAL GLBT COLLEGE CAMPUS 
ORGANIZATIONS 


http://dv-8.com/resources/us/local/campus.html 
GLBT Scholarship Resources 
http://tinyurl.com/6fx9v6 
Syracuse University 
http://lgbt.syr.edu/ 
Texas AM 
http://glbt.tamu.edu/ 
Tulane University 
http://www.oma.tulane.edu/LGBT/Default.htm 
University of Alaska 
http://www.uaf.edu/agla/ 
University of California, Davis 
http://lgbtrc.ucdavis.edu/ 
University of California, San Francisco 
http://lgbt.ucsf.edu/ 
University of Colorado 
http://www.colorado.edu/glbtrc/ 
University of Florida 
http://www.dso.ufl.edu/multicultural/lgbt/ 
University of Hawaiyi, Manoa 
http://manoa.hawaii.edu/lgbt/ 
University of Utah 
http://www.sa.utah.edu/Igbt/ 
University of Virginia 
http://www.virginia.edu/deanofstudents/lgbt/ 
Vanderbilt University 
http://www.vanderbilt.edu/lgbtqi/ 


